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ABSTRACT
The myths and legends o f  C e l t ic  Ire la n d  c o n ta in  numerous episodes  
o f  p u re s t fa n ta s y .  Y e t th e  s e r io u s  study o f  th ese  ta le s  p ro ves  them a 
continuous i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  th e  d a y -to -d a y  l i f e  o f  th e  C e lt  as w e ll  as 
h is  tim es o f  c e le b r a t io n  and o f  c r i s i s .  James S tep h en s , l i k e  o th e r  
I r is h  w r i t e r s ,  saw in  th ese  e a r ly  ta le s  m a te r ia l  f o r  h is  own w r i t in g .
But u n lik e  Y e a ts , Stephens tu rn e d  to  th e  saga m a te r ia l  o n ly  a f t e r  h is  
re p u ta tio n  had been made in  th e  modern mode. Stephens found in  th e  
sagas c h a ra c te rs  who, l i k e  t h e i r  modern c o u n te rp a r ts ,  w ere m u l t i ­
d im ensional and m ight be tr e a te d  r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  and in  h is  p o r t r a y a ls  
he re je c te d  th e  e n e rv a t in g  in f lu e n c e  adopted by a number o f  o th e r  w r i ­
te rs  o f  th e  R e n a is s a n c e --th e  fa d d is h  m is tin e s s  o f  th e  C e l t i c  T w i l ig h t .  
R a th e r, Stephens emended and s l i g h t l y  re o rg a n ize d  th e  o r ig in a l  n a r r a t iv e s  
to  g iv e  p ro p e r m o tiv a t io n  to  th e  c h a ra c te r  a c t io n  and in s e r te d  conver­
s a tio n  and d e s c r ip t io n  th a t  both  u n iv e r s a liz e d  as w e ll  as in d iv id u a l iz e d  
th e  h e ro ic  c h a r a c te r s .  S im u lta n e o u s ly , how ever, Stephens m a in ta in e d  th e  
essence o f  th e  o r ig in a l  by em ploying th e  p e c u l ia r  humor and th e  te n s io n  
o f th e  fa n t a s y - r e a 1 i t y  paradox in h e re n t in  many o f  th e  I r i s h  sagas ra th e r  
than th e  p s e u d o -h e ro ic  tone o f  many o th e r  re d a c t io n s .
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Save f o r  an i n i t i a l  f l u r r y  o f  In te r e s t  when th in g s  C e l t i c ,  and thus  
th in g s  m y th ic , w ere fa s h io n a b le , c r i t i c a l  a t te n t io n  to  S te p h e n s ' h e ro ic  
re d a c tio n s  has been n e g l ig ib le .  T h a t S tephens' work in  I r i s h  myth and 
legend deserves r e -e v a lu a t io n  is  d em o n strab le . A b r i e f  s u rvey  o f  C e l t i c  
c i v i l i z a t i o n  re v e a ls  S tep h en s ' a u th e n t ic i ty  and an u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  
the  I r is h  s t o r y - t e l l i n g  t r a d i t io n  w hich suggests th a t  S tephens is  f o l ­
low ing th e  n a r r a t iv e  methods o f  th e  bards and shenach ies . M o reo ver, in  
com parison to  s e le c te d  t r a n s la t io n s  and vers io n s  by o th e r  I r i s h  w r i t e r s ,  
th e  e x te n t  to  w hich Stephens was f a i t h f u l  to  the  o r ig in a l  and to  which  
he was in flu e n c e d  by o th e r  re d a c tio n s  may be de te rm in ed . And f i n a l l y ,  
an a n a ly s is  o f  h is  m ale and fem ale  persona proves them to  be h e ro ic  bu t 
b e lie v a b le  f ig u r e s  th a t  r e t a in  t h e i r  o r ig in a l  o u tlin e s  made more v iv id  by 
S tephens' p s y c h o lo g ic a l in t e r p r e t a t io n s .
W ith  re s p e c t to  c a p tu r in g  th e  essence o f  C e lt ic is m  in  h is  w r i t in g s ,  
Stephens may be c o n s id ered  e q u a l, even s u p e r io r ,  to  Y e a ts ,  A . E . ,  Synge, 
and o th e r  lu m in a rie s  o f  th e  I r is h  R enaissance. F u rth erm o re , because h is  
works c o n ta in  a c o n s ta n t th re a d  o f  o n to lo g ic a l c u r io s i t y ,  a p re s e n ta t io n  
o f  l i f e  i t s e l f  th a t  p u l ls  to g e th e r  th e  re a l and the f a n t a s t ic  in  p e r­
f e c t ly  c r e d ib le  c o m b in a tio n , S tephens' re d a c tio n s  d em o n stra te  th e  v a lu e  
o f  m yth ic  l i t e r a t u r e  qua l i t e r a t u r e  as w e ll as I ts  v a lu e  as an e th n o lo ­
g ic a l re c o rd .
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INTRODUCTION
As w itnessed  by th e  p re s e n t upsurge o f  In te r e s t  in  fa n ta s y  l i t e r ­
a tu r e ,  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  man is  e v id e n t ly  tu rn in g  to  th e  realm  o f  th e  
im ag in a tio n  f o r  some a l t e r n a t iv e  to  th e  u b iq u ito u s  and overpow ering  
presence o f  s c i e n t i f i c  r a t io n a l is m . Y et many would tend to  ignore  
fa n ta s y , deeming i t  s u i ta b le  o n ly  f o r  c h i ld r e n ,  as harm ful escapism , 
o r  as a p a te n t ly  u n in t e l le c t u a l  genre because i t  is  fu n d am en ta lly  non­
s e n s ic a l.  Thus, any l i t e r a t u r e  th a t  embodies th e  u n r e a l is t ic  is  sub­
j e c t  to  c r i t i c a l  d is m is s a l.  Alwyn Rees examines th is  a t t i t u d e :
There a re  some who would read th e  ta le s  as i f  
they  were modern works o f  im a g in a tiv e  l i t e r a t u r e .  
They in s is t  th a t  th e y  should  be s tu d ie d  "as  
t a le s " — which u s u a lly  means th a t  they a re  s tu d ie d  
in  vacuo, as though th e y  had no r e la t io n  to  l i f e ,  
w h ile  t h e i r  o r ig in a l  meaning is  d is d a in fu l ly  l e f t  
to  th e  a n th ro p o lo g is t .
There is  a g row ing awareness o f  the deep s i g n i f i ­
cance o f  r e a l i t i e s  th a t  cannot be f u l l y  re c o n c ile d  
w ith  the c a te g o r ie s  o f  reaso n , o r  ex p la in e d  by 
h is to ry  and s c ie n c e . The study o f s o c ia l a n th ro ­
pology and o f  th e  h is to r y  o f  r e l ig io n s  has brought 
home to  many s c h o la rs  th a t  f o r  cou n tless  ages men 
have found in  th ese  s to r ie s  a support fo r  t h e i r  ma­
t e r i a l  and s p i r i t u a l  l i f e .
Th eo ries  and emphases c o n tin u e  to  v a ry , but i t  is  
tru e  to  say t h a t  in c re a s in g  numbers o f  modern scho­
la r s ,  in c lu d in g  many who a re  no t g iven to  making 
pronouncements on th e  u lt im a te  n a tu re  o f  m yths, a re  
le a rn in g  to  t r e a t  t r a d i t io n  w ith  respect and^to  
r e a l iz e  th a t  "wisdom d id  not begin  w ith  u s ."
The myths and legends o f  C e l t i c  Ire la n d  co n ta in  episodes o f  p u re s t fa n ­
ta s y . Y et the  serio u s  s tu d y  o f  th ese produces in fo rm a tio n  f a r  beyond 
th e  b e n e fits  o f  an e n te r ta in in g  s to r y . They o f f e r  a continuous
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i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  th e  d a y -to -d a y  l i f e  o f  the  C e lt  as w e ll  as h is  tim es  
o f c e le b ra t io n  and o f  c r is e s .  The e a r ly  C e l t ic  s o c ie ty  is  d is c o v e re d  
to  be a s y n th e s is  o f  c o n tr a d ic t io n s — a g ra r ia n  y e t  dependent on c a t t l e  
and c a t t l e  r a id s ,  n o t fa rm in g , rapac io u s  y e t  bound by a c l e a r - c u t  i f  
personal code o f  h o n o r, independent and r e s is te n t  to  any n a t io n a l  
u n ity  y e t  d e f f e r e n t ia l1, even lo y a l ,  to  an enemy i f  he p ro ve  h im s e lf  
w orthy o f  re s p e c t , and t r i b a l  y e t u l t im a t e ly  c o n tr o lle d  by a c o d if ie d  
law a d ju d ic a te d  by p a t r ia r c h a l  k in g s .
The e n d u rin g  t r a d i t io n  o f  C e lt ic is m  in  I r is h  l i t e r a t u r e  speaks to  
th e  re a d e r o f  th e  v e ry  essence o f  the  I r is h  s p i r i t .  From a n a t iv e  
love  o f  th e  t r a d i t io n  i t s e l f  sp rin g s  a concom itan t d e l ig h t  in  th e  
p e rp e tu a tio n  o f  t h is  a n c ie n t  p s e u d o -h is to r ic a l lo re  by means o f  th e  
n a t iv e  s t o r y t e l l e r  who is  a l l  the  more im p o rta n t s in c e  many o f  the  
a n c ie n t I r is h  m an u scrip ts  were lo s t  in  in te r n a l and e x te r n a l w ars . The 
t r a d i t io n  is  co n tin u e d  by th e  p r o l i f i c  I r is h  a s s o c ia t io n  o f  p la c e  and 
legend . Lacking  th e  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  h is t o r ic a l  s t r u c tu r e s  common to  
o th e r  European n a t io n s , Ire la n d  p re s e rv e s  i t s  h is to r y  th ro u g h  the  asso­
c ia t io n  o f  s to ry  w ith  lo c a t io n  th a t  l i t e r a l l y  peoples such p la c e s  w ith  
f ig u re s  from  th e  p a s t .  Through the  r e t e l l i n g  o f  legends and p la c e -  
lo re  th e  m y th o lo g ic a l p a s t becomes v e ry  much a p a r t  o f  th e  p re s e n t .
The d a t in g  w ith  th e  p o s s ib le  d e te rm in a tio n  o f  th e  h i s t o r i c i t y  
o f  some o f  th e  saga ep iso d es  is  f ra u g h t w ith  obvious d i f f i c u l t i e s .
Some o f  th ese t a le s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  those b e lo n g in g  to  th e  Red Branch  
c y c le ,a r e  b e lie v e d  to  have come in to  be ing  b e fo re  th e  b i r t h  o f  C h r is t ;  
o th e rs , such as those o f  th e  Fenian c y c le ,  a re  thought to  have o r i g i ­
n ated about th e  t h i r d  c e n tu ry  A. D. Most o f  th e  s t o r ie s  have come
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th ro u g h  th e  o ra l t r a d i t io n  and th e  o ld e s t  im p o rta n t v e rs io n  o f  the
w r i t t e n  sagas is  the e a r ly  t w e lf th  c e n tu ry  Book o f  th e  Dun Cow ( Leabhar
na h -U ? d re ) , though th e  o ld e s t  e x ta n t  m a n u s c rip t c o n ta in in g  h e ro ic  m at-
2
t e r  is  the  e ig h th  c e n tu ry  Book o f  Druim S n e c h ta . The m anuscrip ts  a v a i l ­
a b le ,  how ever, o f f e r  an o ld e r ,  more e x te n s iv e  l i t e r a t u r e  than alm ost 
any o th e r  European n a tio n  and , w ith  th e  Ic e la n d ic  s a g a s , p re s e n t a ve ry  
e a r ly  y e t  h ig h ly  developed prose account o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  l i t e r a t u r e .
James S tephens, l i k e  o th e r  I r is h  w r i t e r s ,  saw in  th ese e a r ly  ta le s  
m a te r ia l  fo r  h is  own w r i t in g .  But Stephens chose to  re n d e r no t o n ly  
th e s e  ta le s  but h is  modern s to r ie s  as w e ll w ith  an in fu s io n  o f  the  fa n ­
t a s t i c .  Save f o r  an i n i t i a l  f l u r r y  o f  in t e r e s t  when th in g s  C e l t i c ,  and 
thus th in g s  m y th ic , were d e r n ie r  c r i , c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t io n  to  h is  works 
began an e v e r a c c e le r a t in g  d e c lin e . C o n tr ib u t in g  to  th e  la c k  o f  s e rio u s  
s c h o la r ly  s tudy o f  h is  w r i t in g  was S tephens' own appearance and p e r ­
s o n a l i t y .  C r i t ic s  who rev iew ed  h is  works w ould in e v i t a b ly  la rd  t h e i r  
acco u n ts  w ith  re fe re n c e s  to  h is  s h o rt s t a t u r e ,  h is  la rg e  head, h is  
m isch ievous e y e s , h is  penchant fo r  song and dance— in  s h o r t ,  they made 
S tephens in to  one o f  h is  own leprech au n s . The f o l lo w in g  account bears  
wi t n e s s :
He is  a s m a ll, g n o m e -lik e  c r e a tu r e ;  a p o w e r fu l,  
t in y  e l f ,  w ith  a head whose shape is  b e a u t i f u l ,  
and th e  lo v e l ie s t  brown ey e s , f u l l  o f  la u g h te r ,  
i r re v e re n c e  and a f f e c t io n .  K indness and good 
humor. . .a r e  th e  essence o f  James S tep h en s .
The w hole man is  in  h is  w r i t in g s .  . . . H is  
uncanny fa c u l t y .  . .e n a b le s  him to  e s t a b l is h  him ­
s e l f  on th e  f r i e n d l i e s t  terms w ith  dumb a n im a ls  
whose thoughts he can reco rd  w ith  a w h im s ic a l 
te n d ern ess . H is s o f t  brown eyes a re  l i t  a t  once 
by th e  h ig h e s t in t e l l ig e n c e  and by t h a t  p ro fo u n d , 
i n a r t ic u la t e  lo v e , which one n e v e r sees unmoved
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XIn  th e  eyes o f  th e  f i n e r  a n im a ls . T h is  gnome, 
th is  e l f i n  w i t ,  th e  James Stephens o f  qu ip s  and 
fa n c ie s  th a t  b u b b le  in to  la u g h te r ,  o f  s e n s it iv e  
em otions th a t  s o a r in to  prose and p o e try  o f  f r e s h ­
e s t  b e a u ty , is  th e  James S tephens, above a l l  who 
has a f in e  s o u l.
Stephens a ls o  fom ented such m y th ic  accounts by re fu s in g  to  g iv e  r e ­
l i a b le  fa c ts  about h is  l i f e .  Brandon Saul in  h is  essay on Stephens  
"W ithdrawn in G o ld" n otes  a few  o f  these in a c c u ra c ie s . Stephens  
cla im s to  have been born th e  same y e a r as James J o yce , 1882 , to  have 
m arried  in  1917. to  have moved to  P a r is  in  1912, to  have taken  th e  
appointm ent to  th e  N a t io n a l G a l le r y  in 1916 o r 1917 when in  a c t u a l i t y  
he was born in  1880 , m a rr ie d  in  1919 (though by common law  in 1 9 0 8 ),  
moved to  P a r is  in  1913 , and accep ted  th e  N a tio n a l G a l le r y  p o s it io n  
in  1915.^  W hether Stephens w ished  p u rp o s e fu lly  to  keep h is  1i f e  a 
m ystery o r  he s im p ly  p la c e d  no premium on b io g ra p h ic a l a ccu racy  is  
not known. E i th e r  im p re s s io n , how ever, is  conducive to  a p o r t r a i t  o f  
a su b stan celess fe l lo w  fo l lo w in g  some o u tla n d is h  p erso n a l whim.
Stephens was "d is c o v e re d "  by A. E. (George R u s s e l l ) ,  who sponsored  
h is  jo in in g  th e  c i r c l e  o f  l i t e r a r y  p a t r io ts  o f whom Y eats  was th e  
acknowledged le a d e r .  T h ere  was a c e r ta in  antagonism  between th e  young 
w r i t e r  and th e  o ld e r  members o f  th e  c o te r ie  who, l i k e  George M oore, 
thought A. E . e x a g g e ra te d  S tep h en s ' t a le n ts  o r ,  l i k e  Y e a ts ,  thought 
A. E . 's  sponsorsh ip  o f  S tephens to  be p u re ly  " p h ila n th r o p ic ." * *  But 
fo u r years  l a t e r  w ith  th e  p u b lic a t io n  and c r i t i c a l  a c c la im  o f  The 
Crock o f  G o ld , Stephens became an acknowledged w r i t e r .  S tephens' 
s e p a ra te ly  p u b lis h e d  works ran to  over f o r t y  volum es. In  a d d it io n ,  
Stephens w ro te  a number o f  p re fa c e s  and c r i t i c a l  e s s a y s .^  Of th e
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bo o k -le n g th  p u b l ic a t io n s ,  e x c lu d in g  h is  p o e try  most o f  w hich is  in ­
cluded in  th e  C o lle c te d  Poems, S tep h en s ' most im p o rta n t works a re  h is  
love  s to ry  The Charwoman's D au g h ter (1 9 1 2 ) ,  a work su? g e n e ris  and h is  
most famous The Crock o f  G old (1 9 1 2 ) ,  two volumes o f  s h o rt s to r ie s  
Here Are Ladies (1 9 1 3 ) and E tched in  M o o n lig h t ( 1 9 2 8 ) ,  an adven tu re  
s to ry  The Demi-gods (1 9 1 * 0 ,  a r e p o r t  o f  th e  E a s te r  R e b e llio n  The In s u r ­
r e c t io n  in D ublin  ( 1 9 1 6 ) ,  and h is  th re e  w orks based on a n c ie n t saga 
m a te r ia l 1r is h  Fai ry  T a le s  ( 1 9 2 0 ) ,  Dei rd re  ( 1 9 2 3 ) ,  and In th e  Land 
o f Youth (1 9 2 4 ). De i rd  re  won th e  T a ilte a n n  p r iz e  f o r  f i c t io n  th e  
y e a r o f  i t s  p u b l ic a t io n .
U n lik e  Y e a ts , Stephens tu rn e d  to  th e  saga m a te r ia l  o n ly  a f t e r  
h is  re p u ta tio n  had been made in  th e  modern mode. Undoubtedly due to  
h is  connections w ith  th e  Y ea ts  c i r c l e  S tephens saw in  th e  a n c ie n t  
ta le s  o f  Ire la n d  th e  e th n ic  h e a r t  o f  a proud i f  suppressed c u ltu r e .
L ik e  o th e rs  o f  the  C e l t i c  R enaissance he was k e e n ly  in te re s te d  in  
th e  r e in s t i t u t io n  o f  G a e lic  as th e  n a t io n a l language o f  I r e la n d . He 
le a rn e d  to  read G a e lic  to  a s a t is f a c t o r y  degree though he n ever le a rn e d  
to  speak i t  w e l l .  H aving  become f r ie n d s  w ith  th e  C e l t ic  s c h o la r  Osborn 
B e rg in , Stephens was in tro d u c e d  to  th e  e x ta n t  m anuscrip ts  o f  th e  a n c ie n t  
sagas and p o e try  by him .
The p o l i t i c a l  up h eava ls  o f  th e  e a r ly  1 9 0 0 's  must have seemed to  
S tephens, as to  th e  o th e r  a r t i s t s  o f  th e  p e r io d ,  a r e b ir th  o f  n a t io n a l  
s p i r i t  fo r  which th e  accom panying b lood and p a in  o f  p a r t u r i t io n  was 
expected  though n o n e th e le s s  t r a u m a t ic .  In  a l e t t e r  to  Lady Augusta 
Gregory dated August 1 8 , 1920, Stephens w ro te , "B a th in g  in th e  p a s t , in  
th e  s tra n g e  and b e a u t i fu l  was n e v e r so n ecessary  as in  these h o r r ib le
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t i m e s . S t e p h e n s  b e lie v e d  th e  C e l t ic  s t o r ie s ,  th e n , th e  w orthy  
s u b je c t o f  l i t e r a r y  en d e a v o r fo r  p a t r io t ic  reasons. B u t, a ls o ,  S te ­
phens came to  see t h e i r  p o te n t ia l  as a p h ilo s o p h ic  and a r t i s t i c  medium 
as w e l l .  H is c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  I r is h  th eo so p h ic  c i r c le  and h is  
thorough read in g  o f  B la k e  ta u g h t him to  d is c o v e r the  o c c u lt  m o tifs  
in  the  s t o r ie s .  In  h is  saga re d a c tio n s , as in  h is  p o e try , Stephens  
appears to  c e le b ra te  one m o t i f  in  p a r t ic u la r — th e  l i f e  fo r c e ,  which in  
S a u l's  words is  th e  b a s is  o f  a ph ilo so p h y  " in  consonance w ith  th e . . . 
d o c tr in e  o f  th e  b a s ic  u n ity  o f  opp o s ites  and th e  obi i t e r a t i v e  fu s in g  
o f transcendence. . . . t h e  com pulsion and s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  c o n t r a r ie s ." ^  
M oreover, because even in  th e  o r ig in a l  sagas th e  main c h a ra c te rs  a re  
m u lti-d im e n s io n a l r a th e r  then  s in g u la r ly  p laned  as is  the  usual c h a r ­
a c t e r is t i c  o f  th e  h e r o ic  p e rs o n a , Stephens found-, in  the  sagas c h a ra c ­
te rs  who l i k e  t h e i r  modern c o u n te rp a rts  m ight be t r e a te d  r e a l i s t i c a l l y .  
And in h is  p o r t r a y a ls  he r e je c te d  the e n e rv a tin g  in flu e n c e  adopted  
by a number o f  o th e r  w r i t e r s  o f  th e  R enaissance, th e  fa d d is h  m is tin e s s  
o f  th e  C e l t ic  T w i l ig h t .  As A. E. a c c la im s , Stephens "does know h is  men 
and h is  women. They a re  n o t th e  shadowy, W h is t le r - l ik e  d e c o ra t iv e  
suggestions o f  hum anity made by our p o e t ic  d ra m a tis ts . They have
e n te re d  l i k e  l i v in g  c re a tu re s  in to  h is  m ind, and th ey  b reak o u t th e re
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in  an in s ta n t 's  u n fo r g e t ta b le  passion o r  agony. . . . "  But Stephens  
d id  no t in te n d  to  lo s e  s ig h t  o f  the  a n tiq u a r ia n is m  o f  th e  ta le s  in  
his  re d a c tio n s  o f  them . He d e s ire d , as B i r g i t  Bramsback n o te s , " to  
t e l l  the  s to r ie s  in  a new way w ith o u t lo s in g  th e  atm osphere o f  th e
.  i .,10o ld  t a le s . "
At f i r s t  g lan ce  i t  w ould seem th a t  Stephens was h a rd ly  b re a k in g
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new ground. C ro fto n  C ro k e r, W illia m  C a r le to n ,  Douglas Hyde, T . W. 
R o lle s to n , and many o th e rs  had a lre a d y  p u b lis h e d  re n d e rin g s  o f  the  
s t o r ie s .  Lady Augusta G regory had w r i t t e n  h e r  ve ry  w e ll  re c e iv e d  Cuchu- 
la in  o f  Mui rthem ne and Of Gods and F ig h t in g  Men, both c o n ta in in g  r e ­
d a c tio n s  w r i t t e n  in  a f a i n t l y  v e rn a c u la r  s t y l e .  E le a n o r H u ll had com­
p i le d  m o d ifie d  t r a n s la t io n s  o f  s to r ie s  p e r t in e n t  to  th e  I r i s h  n a t io n a l 
h ero  C u c h u la in . S t d ish O 'G ra d y 's  S i lv a  G a e d e lic a  and Kuno Meyer 
and A lf r e d  K n u tt 's  tw o-volum e The Voyage o f  Bran o f fe r e d  s c h o la r ly  but 
th o ro u g h ly  re a d a b le  t r a n s la t io n s  o f  bo th  w e ll-k n o w n  and more obscure  
legends and m yths. But Stephens w ro te  w ith  a new p e rs p e c t iv e . One o f  
th e  ways in  which S tep h en s ' re d a tio n s  a re  a t y p ic a l  is  in  h is  c h a ra c te rs .  
Stephens was concerned t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  have v i t a l i t y ,  and v i t a l i t y  is  
b e s t t ra n s m it te d  th rough  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  Stephens re s u rre c te d  h is  
leg en d ary  heroes from  the  tu m u li and c a ir n s  o f  saga l i t e r a t u r e  r a th e r  
than  s im p ly  re in to m b in g  them in  a more o rn a te  c r y p t ,  o r  to  use N. J . 
O 'C o n o r's  m etap h o r, he p u t f le s h  upon " th e  d ry  bones o f  s c h o la rs h ip .
He accom plished  t h is  m ira c le  through emending and o rg a n iz in g  the  
o r ig in a l  n a r r a t iv e s  to  g iv e  p ro p er m o tiv a t io n  to  th e  c h a ra c te r  a c t io n  
as w e ll  as to  in s e r t  c o n v e rs a tio n  and d e s c r ip t io n  th a t  both u n iv e r ­
s a l iz e d  as w e ll  as in d iv id u a l iz e d  th e  h e ro ic  c h a r a c te r .  A nother way in  
w hich S tep h en s ' re scen s io n s  d i f f e r  from  those b e fo re  him is  in  h is  
sense o f  humor. Though many o f  the co n tem p o rary  re d a c tio n s  were c lo s e  
to  th e  o r ig in a l  v e rs io n s  and though some w ere even t r a n s la t io n s  and , 
t h e r e f o r e ,  should  have in c lu d ed  a l l  th e  e le m e n ts  o f  th e  t a l e ,  in c lu d in g  
th e  humor, n e a r ly  a l l  were imbued w ith  th e  s te r e o ty p ic  " h e ro ic "  to n e .
But to  re n d e r th e  s to r ie s  w ith  f i d e l i t y  to  th e  o r ig in a l  ep isodes is  to
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re co g n ize  th e  humor in h e re n t  in  many o f  th e  I r i s h  sagas. Stephens not
o n ly  recogn ized  the in c o n g r u it ie s  and comic human f o ib le s  but a m p lif ie d
them to  g iv e  a new and y e t  more a u th e n t ic  mode to  h is  re d a c tio n s . S a u l's
comment on S tephen 's  p o e try  is  e q u a lly  a p p lic a b le  to  h is  p ro s e ; S tephens'
" o r i g i n a l i t y  o f  manner r a th e r  than o f  m a tte r  o r  m etaphor" g iv e s  to  h is
12ren d erin g s  o f  th e  o ld  t a le s  a uniqueness la c k in g  in  o th e rs . Stephens  
is  nonplussed by th e  d ig n i t y  u s u a lly  a t t r ib u t e d  to  h e ro ic  l i t e r a t u r e ;  
he is  in  R. J . L o ftu s 1 word " i r r e v e r e n t "  bu t one may not then "conclude  
th a t  Stephens d id  not ta k e  h is  saga s to r ie s  s e r io u s ly .  He b e lie v e d  
th a t  th e  O ld I r is h  l i t e r a t u r e  co u ld  have g re a t  im portance f o r  contem­
p o ra ry  Ire la n d  p ro v id ed  th a t  i t  w ere reshaped so as to  embody more 
e f f e c t i v e l y  those human v a lu e s  w hich would be m ean ingfu l f o r  modern 
man. . . .  In S tephens' p e c u l ia r  p h ilo s o p h y  o f  l i f e  la u g h te r  is  a k in  
to  jo y  and jo y  is  a k in  to  lo ve  and lo ve  is  th e  id ea  toward w hich a l l  
men must s t r i v e . " 1^
I t  would ap p ear, th e n , th a t  c o n tra ry  to  p re s e n t c r i t i c a l  o p in io n ,  
Stephens' work in  I r i s h  myth and legend  deserves r e -e v a lu a t io n .  Towards 
th is  end th e  p resen t s tu d y  und ertakes  an e x a m in a tio n  o f  S tephens' saga 
re d a c tio n s  in  th re e  main ways. F i r s t .  (C h a p te r O n e ), by means o f  a 
b r i e f  survey o f  C e l t ic  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  d e te c t  and e v a lu a te  
Stephens' a u t h e n t ic i t y .  Secondly (C h a p te r T w o ), S tephens' re d a c tio n s  
a re  compared to  s e le c te d  t r a n s la t io n s  and v e rs io n s  by o th e r  I r i s h  w r i t e r s  
to  d e te rm in e  to  some e x te n t  how f a i t h f u l  S tephens was to  th e  a v a i la b le  
m an u scrip t v e rs io n  as w e ll  as how much Stephens was in flu e n c e d  by o th e r  
re d a c to rs . M oreover, S tep h en s ' n a r r a t iv e  te c h n iq u e  is  a n a lyzed  w ith  
regards to  th e  C e l t ic  b a rd ic  t r a d i t io n  to  i l l u s t r a t e  in  what ways
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XV
S tep h en s ' v e rs io n s  a re  l i k e  those o f  th e  e a r l i e r  sh enach ies  o r  s to ry ­
t e l l e r s .  F in a l ly  (C hapters  Three  and F o u r ) , S tep h en s ' h e ro ic  ch arac­
te r i z a t io n s  o f  both men and women a re  examined fo r  t h e i r  re la t io n s h ip  
to  th e  o r ig in a l  f ig u re s  in  th e  saga v e rs io n s . Such a comparison a ls o  
re v e a ls  in  w hat ways Stephens in fu ses  th ese c h a ra c te rs  w ith  re a lis m .
A t th e  h e ig h t o f  h is  c a re e r  James Stephens was co n s id ered  the  
e q u a l,  i f  n o t the  s u p e r io r , o f  Y e a ts , A. E . ,  Synge, and o th e r  lum ina­
r ie s  o f  th e  I r is h  R enaissance. Th is  i n i t i a l  c r i t i c a l  a c c la im  was due in  
p a r t  to  th e  s k i l l ,  the  h u m a n is tic  c r e d i b i l i t y  w ith  w hich Stephens  
endowed th o se  C e l t ic  legends th a t  were th e  gen es is  and u n d e rg ird in g  o f  
th e  R ena issan ce . As A. E. s a id  o f  S tephens, " th e  C e l t i c  im a g in a tio n  
is  le a v in g  i t s  T irn a n o g e s , i t s  lld a th a c h s , i t s  Many C o lored  Lands and
im personal moods and is  coming down to  e a r th  in te n t  on v igorous l i f e  
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and in d iv id u a l  h u m a n ity ."  Throughout h is  works runs a co n stan t  
th re a d  o f  o n to lo g ic a l c u r io s i t y ,  a p re s e n ta t io n  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f  th a t  
p u l ls  to g e th e r  the  re a l and th e  fa n t a s t ic  in  p e r f e c t ly  c r e d ib le  com­
b in a t io n .  I t  is  th is  hom ogeneity o f  d iv e r s i t i e s  th a t  l in k s  Stephens 
and th e  p r im a ry  theme o f  th e  I r is h  R enaissance— C e lt ic is m .
An O rth o g ra p h ic a l and T e x tu a l N ote:
The b r ie f e s t  p erusal o f  I r is h  l i t e r a t u r e  and l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic is m  
r e v e a ls  t h a t  G a e lic  words have any number o f  s p e l l in g s .  Names, p la c e s , 
even th e  t i t l e s  o f  m an u scrip ts— none appear to  have any s e t form . In  
t h is  s tu d y  some a ttem p t has been made to  s ta n d a rd iz e  th e  s p e ll in g  by 
a d h e rin g  f i r s t  to  th a t  s p e l l in g  used by Stephens in  h is  re d actio n s
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(w ith  th e  e x c e p tio n  o f  th e  term s S idhe and Usna, which Stephens s p e lle d  
Shi and O fs n e a c )— th u s , Connacht r a th e r  than  th e  modern s p e l l in g  Con­
n a u g h t. For term s n o t used in  th e  re d a c tio n s  th e  s p e l l in g  has been 
chosen on th e  b a s is  o f  a s c h o la r ly  work in  th e  f i e l d — thus th e  Tuatha  
De Danann a f t e r  th e  s p e l l in g  found in  Douglas H yde's A L i t e r a r y  H is to ry  
o f  I r e la n d .
Where f e a s ib le ,  th e  E n g lis h  t i t l e s  f o r  ta le s  and m anuscrip ts  have 
been used, fo llo w e d  by t h e i r  G a e lic  t i t l e s  in  p a re n th e s e s .
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CHAPTER ONE
CELTIC CULTURE AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF CELTIC 
LITERARY CHARACTERISTICS
H is t o r ic a l - C u l t u r a l  Developments in  th e  C e l t i c  Ethos and S tep h en s1 Use o f  
D e ta i ls  o f  C e l t ic  L i f e
C e lt  is  a name g iven  to  the  in h a b ita n ts  o f  a r a th e r  la rg e  geo­
g ra p h ic  reg ion  s t r e tc h in g  from  m odern-day S w itz e r la n d  on the e a s t  to  
Ir e la n d  on the  w e s t and bounded on th e  n o rth  and south by the N o rth  
Sea and the  M e d ite rra n e a n  Sea. Occupying th is  t e r r i t o r y  in d e p en d en tly  
from  a p p ro x im a te ly  1500 B. C. to  70 B. C . , th e  C e lts  w ere a sem i-  
nomadic people w ith  a s u r p r is in g ly  s tro n g  indigenous c u ltu r e  and somer 
what u n if ie d  by a language fa m ily .  Indeed th e  name C e l t ic  is  t e c h n i­
c a l ly  a l i n g u is t ic  r a th e r  than  a n a t io n a l is t ic  te rm , p o p u la r iz e d  by such 
s ix te e n th  and s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  l in g u is ts  as George Buchanan and 
Edward Lhuyd.^
Due to  the  continuum  o f  change on th e  c o n tin e n t both  the  C e l t i c
language and c u l t u r e  were m o d ifie d  and in p la c e d  e ra d ic a te d . But
because o f  i t s  ex tre m e  p o s it io n  on th e  f r in g e  o f  th e  a n c ie n t w o r ld ,
Ire la n d  re ta in e d  C e lt ic is m  in  th e  p u re s t form  p o s s ib le . M oreover,
in  th e  a n c ie n t I r i s h  c u l t u r e ,  language, a r t ,  in s t i t u t io n s ,  and law
th e  o r ig in a l  Indo-E uropean  o r ig in s  o f  C e lt ic is m  a re  r a th e r  e v id e n t
and thus p ro v id e  a d e f i n i t e  co nnection  between th e  I r is h  c u ltu r e  and
such o th e r Indo-E uropean  c u ltu re s  as th a t  o f  In d ia .  Language, o f
2
c o u rs e , o f fe r s  th e  most co n v in c in g  co n n e c tio n . A ls o , some o f  th e
1
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2a n c ie n t  I r i s h  t a le s  a re  s t r ik in g ly  s im i la r  to  O r ie n ta l s t o r ie s ;  th e  
I r i s h  C u c h u la in 's  f i g h t  w ith  h is  son Conleach and th e  P e rs ia n  S o h ra b 's  
w ith  h is  son Rustum a re  o fte n  c i te d  exam ples.
The C e lt ic is m  o f  I r e la n d ,  th e n , may be th e  v e s tig e s  o f  a r e l a t i v e l y  
pure  descent from  a common Indo-European h e r i ta g e ,  made p o s s ib le  by 
Ir e la n d 's  is o la t io n  from  th e  r e s t  o f  Europe. E le a n o r H u ll fo l lo w s  J . G. 
H erd er in  th e  fo l lo w in g  e x p la n a tio n  o f  t h is  th e o ry  o f  c u l t u r a l  e v o lu t io n :
A lm ost a l l  n a tio n s  have passed th rough  s tag es o f  
developm ent run n in g  b ro a d ly  a lo n g  th e  same l in e s ,  
and i f  we can reach by any means th e  co n cep tio n  
o f  savage n a tio n s  a t  s im i la r  p o in ts  in  t h e i r  g ro w th , 
we s h a l l  f in d  c e r ta in  p a r a l le l  ideas common to  a 
la rg e  number o f  them. Surrounded by much th e  same 
c o n d it io n s  o f  l i f e ,  p ro v id ed  o n ly  w ith  th e  same 
l im ite d  equipm ent o f  know ledge, in te rm ix in g  l i t t l e  
w ith  n a t io n s  more advanced than th e m s e lv e s , t r ib e s  
and p e o p le s , l i k e  c h ild r e n ,  s t a r t  w ith  a s to c k  o f  
ideas th a t  is  alm ost u n ifo rm  a l l  th e  w o rld  o v e r .
They have no accu m u la tio n  o f  v a r ie d  wisdom reaped  
from  books o r  from  in te rc o u rs e  w ith  the  o u te r  
w o rld ; th e y  have o n ly  the  maxims, o f te n  in a c c u ra te  
and alw ays m eagre, le a rn e d  by t h e i r  fo r e fa th e r s  
in  th e  school o f  p r a c t ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e . Thus, 
w ith o u t  any fo r c in g  o f  th e o ry , we can d is c o v e r in  
th e  e a r ly  t a le s  o f  a l l  n a tio n s  c e r ta in  broad and 
s im p le  guesses a t  the  meaning o f  th in g s , and 
c e r ta in  shrewd a n a lo g ie s  as to  t h e i r  n a tu re  which  
have a s i m i l a r i t y  to  those o f  o th e r  n a tio n s  a t  
th e  same s ta g e  o f  in t e l l e c t u a l  advance.
P a d ra ic  P earse  touches upon th is  concept in  h is  d is c u s s io n  o f  
th e  fo lk s o n g s  o f  I r e la n d .  The f o lk t a le  and th e  fo lk s o n g  a re  two 
v e ry  e le m e n ta l form s o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  P a r t ic u la r ly  i t  is  the  f o l k t a l e  
th a t  is  m an's p i c t o r i a l  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  h is  own e th o s : "The f o l k -
memory i s ,  as ev e ry o n e  knows, w o n d e rfu lly  r e te n t iv e  and c o n s e rv a t iv e .  
Y e t we f in d  t h a t ,  w h ile  a f o l k - t a l e  i t s e l f  may be p re s e rv e d  f o r  two
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3thousand y e a rs — and preserved  w ith o u t  any ra d ic a l change in in c id e n ts  
o r  d e t a i l  even to  th e  v e ry  w o rd -fo rm u la e  and no n sen se-en d in g — y e t the  
o r ig in  and meaning o f  th e  t a le  have been fo r g o t t e n .11'* The " C e l t ic "  
c u ltu r e  o f  I r e la n d ,  th e n , may be th e  p ro d u ct o f  a p r im i t iv e  s o c ie ty  
e v o lv in g  in  th e  fa s h io n  p r e d ic ta b le  o f  a l l  such s o c ie t ie s  t h a t  fo r  
some reason became a rre s te d  a t  one s ta g e  o f  i t s  passage, s tre n g th e n in g  
th a t  e th o s  in to  an i d e n t i f i a b le  c u l t u r a l  m o t if .
To s u g g e s t, how ever, th a t  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  was a llo w e d  to  ev o lv e  
f r e e  o f  any o u ts id e  pressures w h atso ever i s ,  o f  co u rs e , n o t a c c u ra te .
I t  is  t r u e  t h a t  w ith  th e  e x c e p tio n  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  m ig ra tio n s  from  the  
c o n tin e n t  th e  e a r ly  C e lts  in I r e la n d  came r a th e r  la te  to  im p o rta n t 
and i n f l u e n t i a l  c o n ta c t w ith  o th e r  European p e o p le s . In f a c t ,  th is  
c o n ta c t was la r g e ly  f lo w in g  in  th e  o p p o s ite  d ir e c t io n  as I r e la n d 's  
men o f  le a r n in g ,  havin g  served both as an augm en ta tive  and as a re ­
p o s ito r y  source o f  le a rn in g  d u rin g  th e  M id d le  A ges, brought le a rn in g  
to  kingdoms on th e  c o n t in e n t .  How ever, Ir e la n d  d id  e x p e rie n c e  re l ig io u s  
and c u l t u r a l  in f lu e n c e s , p a r t ic u la r ly  th a t  o f  C h r is t ia n i t y .  James 
Carney in s is t s  in  h is  in t ro d u c t io n  to  E a r ly  I r is h  L i t e r a t u r e  th a t  
I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  is  no t "pure  and uncontam ?nated,"  th a t  C h r is t ia n i t y  
a nd , t h e r e f o r e ,  th e  G re c o -L a tin  c i v i l i z a t i o n  were an in f lu e n c e  th a t  
to o k  p la c e  b e fo re  th e  w r i t in g  o f  th e  " e a r l i e s t  l i t e r a r y  m onuments."^  
There  a re  no m a n u scrip t accounts t h a t  p re d a te  th e  in tro d u c t io n  o f  
C h r is t ia n i t y  in  th e  s ix th  c e n tu ry . The p re s e n t ly  a v a i la b le ,  and s iz e a ­
b le ,  body o f  a n c ie n t  I r is h  l ; t e r a t u r e  h a s , o f  co u rs e , undergone th e  
a l t e r a t io n s  o f  tim e  and passage as w e l l .  But i t  must be p o in te d  out 
th a t  because o f  an indigenous code o f  l i t e r a r y  f i d e l i t y  less
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ka l t e r a t io n  than m ight be exp ected  o f  such a n c ie n t ta le s  d id , in  f a c t ,  
o ccu r.
Wars and Invasions
T h e re fo re , s in ce  fo re ig n  in flu e n c e s  were fe w , i t  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  
im p o rta n t to  no te  t h e i r  c o n d it io n s  and subsequent b e a r in g  on th e  de­
velopm ent o f  C e l t ic  c u l tu r e .  The e a r l i e s t  accounts o f  I r is h  h i s t o r '  
c i t e  th re e  waves o f  invad ers  in  th e  c e n tu r ie s  b e fo re  C h r is t  whose o n ly  
docum entation is  in  the  myths and legends. The e a r l i e s t  in h a b ita n ts  
re p u te d ly  were th e  Fo rm o rian s , a peop le  p ic tu re d  o n ly  vag u e ly  as 
"u n p le a s a n t s p i r i t s . " ^  They w ere conquered by th e  T u ath a  de Danann 
noted f o r  t h e i r  p r a c t ic e  o f  m ag ic . A f te r  h o ld in g  I r e la n d  f o r  some two 
hundred y e a rs , the  Tuatha De Danann were in tu rn  conquered by th e  M i le -
g
s ia n s , th e  p ro c re a to rs  o f  the  m odern-day I r i s h .  I t  was th e  la t e  s ix th  
c e n tu ry  V ik in g  in vas io n  which served  to  d e te r  the  developm ent o f  the  
I r is h  C e l t ic  c u l tu r e .  Y e t though th e  growth o f  th e  Ind igenous c u ltu re  
was a r r e s te d , i t  was n o t e r a d ic a te d . These conquerors were a s s im ila te d  
in a p a tte rn  th a t  would serve  f o r  a l l  w ould-be conquerors o f  I r e la n d .
The in vad in g  c u ltu r e  would become a veneer th a t  s lo w ly  merged w ith  the  
re s id e n t  c u ltu re  whose r e s i l ie n c y  and a d a p ta b i l i t y  ren d ered  th e  c u ltu re  
im pervious to  permanent and a l ie n  change.
I t  was C h r is t ia n i t y  th a t  made th e  b ig g e s t im pact on C e l t i c  c u l­
t u r e .  Besides i t s  moral v a lu e s , C h r is t ia n i t y  o f fe r e d  th e  C e lts  two
ideas th a t  b rid g e d  th e  gap between them selves and c o n t in e n ta l c i v i l i z a -
q
t io n s — L a tin  le a rn in g  and a c e n tr a l  o rg a n iz a t io n . A pagan n a t io n , I r e ­
land would lo g ic a l ly  have undergone the  tra u m a tic  ra z in g  o f  th e  o ld  gods 
to  be rep laced  by the  concept o f  one God. However, because o f  the
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5looseness o f  th e  n a t iv e  r e l ig io n ,  w h ich  some s c h o la rs  b e l ie v e  to  have  
been w ith o u t fo rm al gods a t  a l l ,  th e  C h r is t ia n iz a t io n  o f  Ir e la n d  was 
r a th e r  e a s i ly  accom plished . M o re o v e r, th e  C h r is t ia n  m is s io n a r ie s  and  
monks e x h ib ite d  a s u rp r is in g  to le ra n c e  f o r  the o ld  b e l i e f s ,  r e le g a t in g  
th e  a n c ie n t  gods to  th e  euhem erized r o le  o f  " th e  m ighty  men which w ere  
o f  o ld ,  men o f  renow n," and t h e i r  t o le r a n t  a t t i t u d e  a llo w e d  th e  o ld  
pagan b e l ie f s  to  co n tin u e  a l b e i t  in  c o v e r t  f o r m .^  W h ile  e a s in g  the  
a s s im ila t io n  o f  C h r is t ia n i t y  by the  C e l t s ,  th is  p r a c t ic e  co m p lic a te d  th e  
a n c ie n t h is t o r ic a l  re c o rd s , f o r  i t  became a h ig h ly  d i f f i c u l t  and con­
t r o v e r s ia l  ta s k  to  s e p a ra te  th e  gods from  th e  men. The p e rv a s iv e  i n f l u ­
ence o f  an u n d e rly in g  paganism is  suggested  by some c r i t i c s  to  be th e  
cause o f  extrem ism  in  I r i s h  C h r is t ia n i t y .  In e a r ly  I r i s h  h is to r y
C h r is t ia n i t y  was a g loss o v e r myth w h ich  i t s e l f  was but th e  s u rfa c e
o f  a deep and complex s t r a in  o f  m ag ica l b e l ie f s .  The a n c ie n t  saga 
l i t e r a t u r e  in  i t s  p re s e n t form  is  fu n d a m e n ta lly  C e l t i c ,  bu t n e v e r th e le s s  
d e te c ta b le  a re  the  o c c a s io n a l e lem ents  from  th e  amalgam o f  e x te rn a l  
in f lu e n c e s .
In w r i t in g  h is  re d a c tio n s  James S tephens was concerned f i r s t ,  o f  
c o u rs e , w ith  th e  l i t e r a r y  asp e c ts  o f  th e  sagas. H is  in te n t io n s  were  
m a n ife s t ly  s t y l i s t i c  in  th a t  h is  tre a tm e n t o f  th e  a n c ie n t  sources was 
done w ith  a t te n t io n  f i r s t  to  n a r r a t iv e  q u a l i t y  and c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s .
But in  th e  w r i t in g  o f  th e  re d a c tio n s  Stephens in fu s e d  n o t o n ly  th e  
s p i r i t  o f  th e  C e l t ic  p as t b u t a n o ta b le  w e a lth  o f  fa c tu a l  d e t a i l  about 
C e l t ic  l i f e  as w e l l .  Much o f  such d e t a i l  may be found in  th e  o r ig in a l  
and in  th o se  re d a c tio n s  by o th e r  w r i t e r s  who may have in flu e n c e d  S te ­
phens. But even in  h is  own em endatory passages Stephens is  u s u a lly
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6f o l lo w in g ,  c o n s c io u s ly  o r  u n c o n s c io u s ly , v e r i f i e d  accounts o f  th e  la te  
Iro n  Age C e l t ic  s o c ie ty  o f  which th e  s to r ie s  a re  t o ld .  H is tech n iq u e  
r e q u ire s  f u l l e r  e x p la n a t io n  to  be o f fe r e d  l a t e r  in  th is  s tu d y . How­
e v e r ,  even a b r i e f  e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  more c h a r a c t e r is t ic  asp ects  o f  
C e l t ic  s o c ie ty  re v e a ls  S tep h en s ' f i d e l i t y  to  th e  fa c t s .
S ocio -E conom ic  P a tte rn s
The I r is h  C e lts  w ere  p a r t  o f  th e  European C e l t i c  peoples whose 
em p ire  was a t  i t s  h e ig h t  in  th e  f i f t h  and fo u r th  c e n tu r ie s  B. C. In  
p h y s ic a l appearance th e s e  p eo p le  w ere in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  southern  
E uropeans, such as th e  Romans, and o b v io u s ly  a k in  to  th e  n o rth e rn  
g ro u p s , f o r  th e  noblemen among th e  C e l t s ,  th o se  who m ig h t be expected  
to  r e ta in  a sense o f  r a c ia l  p u r i t y ,  were t a l l ,  f a i r ,  and m uscular w ith  
b lu e  eyes and b lond h a i r .  The lig h tn e s s  o f  th e  h a i r  was a m p lif ie d  by 
a p e c u l ia r  method o f  d re s s in g  th e  ha i i— lim ed s t i f f  and drawn back  
fro m  th e  fa c e , s t i f f  enough a c c o rd in g  to  some I r i s h  accounts to  " im ­
p a le  a p p les  f a l l i n g  from  a t r e e . " ^  The women f r e q u e n t ly  wore t h e i r  
h a i r  b ra id e d  and ornam ented . Dress f o r  th e  C e lts  was c o lo r f u l ;  tu n ic s  
and c lo a k s  ( lo n g  f o r  th e  women and s h o r te r  f o r  th e  m en ), le a th e r  shoes 
and s a n d a ls , and o f te n  no headgear due to  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  h a i r s t y le .  
J e w e lry ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  g o ld , was worn by both s e x e s , th e  to r e ,  p o s s ib ly  
borrow ed from  P e r s ia ,  u s u a lly  worn by th e  men. Stephens takes  ty p ic a l  
C e l t ic  d ress  in to  account in  h is  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  E ta in  in  In th e  Land o f  
Y o u th . She wears a p u rp le  c lo a k  f r in g e d  w ith  s i l v e r ,  a green dress w ith  
an em b ro id ered  hood, th e  bo d ice  o f  w hich is  adorned  w ith  golden b re a s t -  
cups and s i l v e r  c la s p s . Her h a i r  is  s ty le d  in  p la i t e d  b ra id s  f in is h e d  
w ith  beads. In th is  same s to ry  M id ir  d resses as b e f i t s  h is  s ta t io n
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7when he comes to  re c e iv e  E ta in  in  a golden tu n ic  and a p u rp le  m a n tle .
He wears a diadem o f  t h in  go lden e a r  p ie c e s  connected by f i n e l y  w rought
m e ta l— th e  mind re m in is c e n t In  shape o f  th e  a l t e r n a t e  ro y a l headgeai—
12the c a th b a rr  o r  h e lm e t. The C e lts  were c le a n  to  th e  p o in t  o f  f a s t i ­
diousness as reg ard s  t h e i r  p e rs o n . P a r t ic u la r  a t te n t io n  was p a id  to  
the c o n d it io n  o f  th e  n a i ls .  S tephens p ic k s  up even th is  sm all d e t a i l  
in Dei rd re . In  h e r  a g i t a t io n  o v e r th e  coming o f  Conachur, Lavarcham  
sends D e ird re  back to  com plete  h e r  t o i l e t  more p r o p e r ly ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  to  
a tte n d  to  a sp o t under one o f  h e r  n a i ls .  In "The C arl o f  th e  Drab C oat"  
much is  made o f  th e  s lo v e n ly  appearance o f  th e  C arl in c o n tra s t  to  th e  
seemly appearance o f  th e  F ia n n a .
The C e l t i c  c u l tu r e  in  I r e la n d  was what is  term ed th e  "La Tene"  
c u ltu re  d a tin g  from  about t h i r d  c e n tu ry  B. C . ,  a c u ltu r e  th a t  spread  
to  Ire la n d  from  th e  a re a  around th e  M arne. T h is  La Tene c u ltu r e  was 
e s s e n t ia l ly  a h e ro ic  s o c ie ty  w ith  w e l l - c r a f t e d  m eta l w o rk , such as 
is  ev idenced  in  th e  swords and c h a r io ts  o f  th e  p e r io d . The a r t  o f  
th is  p e r io d  is  p r im a r i ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  o v e r lo rd s  o f  a w a r r io r  
s o c ie ty  p re s e n te d  in m a r t ia l  them es, sym bols, and o b j e c t s . ^  In  
temperament th e s e  C e lts  were w a r - l i k e  and e a s i ly  e x c i ta b le  bu t re s ­
p o n s ib le  and h o s p ita b le .  C e r t a in ly  in  S tephens ' re n d e rin g  o f  "The  
L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A l le n "  th e  sudden a l t e r n a t io n  o f  mood from  joyous  
fe a s t in g  to  v io le n t  h o s t i l i t y  is  a p p a re n t. The Roman h is t o r ia n  S tra b o ,  
among o th e r s , p a r t i c u l a r l y  no tes  t h e i r  a t t r i b u t e  o f  p erso n al b ra v e ry ,  
p o in t in g  o u t th a t  th e  women e q u a l ly  w ith  th e  men e x h ib ite d  c o n s id e ra b le  
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courage. In  th is  t r a i t  Stephens bases h is  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  o f  Maeve 
and o f  Nessa who e x h ib i t  am azing e f fe c t iv e n e s s  in  m i l i t a r y  and p o l i t i c a l
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C e l t i c  s o c ie ty  was d iv id e d  in t o  com m unities c a l le d  tu a th s , o r ig in ­
a l l y  in  re fe re n c e  to  the  p eo p le  b u t l a t e r  to  th e  a re a  i t s e l f .  The 
o r ig in a l  tu a th  was bounded by n a tu r a l l im ita t io n s  such as landscape  
fe a tu r e s .  In Ire la n d  the  c o u n try  was d iv id e d  in to  f i v e  re g io n s — the  
c u ig i— which w ere su b d iv id ed  in to  tu a th s . '" ’ The p eo p le  o f  each tu a th  
w ere d e f in e d  in  a t r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e — th e  k in g , th e  n o b le s , the  com­
mon p e o p le . The k in g  was chosen from  among th e  r e la t io n s  o f  a fo rm er  
r u le r  though n o t n e c e s s a r ily  a son o f  the  p re v io u s  k in g . The k in g 's  
fu n c t io n s  were both govern ing  and r i t u a l . ' ^  The m a jo r i ty  o f  th e  nobles  
w ere w a r r io r s .  The h ig h e s t le v e l o f  n o b i l i t y  was re s e rv e d , however, to  
th e  m a g ic ia n s , sages, d ru id s . S tephens p o rtra y s  th e  C e l t i c  k ings in a 
number o f  th e  s t o r ie s .  These c h a ra c te rs  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  hero  f ig u re s  
more a p p r o p r ia te ly  d iscussed  l a t e r  in  th is  s tu d y . H ere  m ight be p o in ted  
o u t an im p o rta n t example o f  th e  d ru id  c la s s , th e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  C a th fa  in  
Dei r d r e . A t th e  opening o f  th e  s to r y  C a th fa  c a lm ly , a lm o s t m a tte r  o f  
f a c t l y ,  p r e d ic ts  th a t  Dei rd re  w i l l  b r in g  tro u b le s  upon Ir e la n d .  He .. 
appears  b r i e f l y  as the  husband o f  N essa, p re c e d e n ta l in  h is  fo rc in g  
Nessa to  be h is  w ife  as C onachur, h is  son, would do to  Maeve. He appears  
a t  th e  end o f  D e ird re . I t  is  he a lo n e  who can p re v e n t N ao ise  and 
D e ir d r e 's  escap e. And C onachdr, though s in g u la r  and s e lf-p o s s e s s e d  
th ro u g h o u t th e  n o v e l, is  h ere  t o t a l l y  dependent on C a th fa  who c a s ts  a 
s p e l l  upon th e  fu g it iv e s  so t h a t  th e y  can be c a p tu re d . The e x tra o rd in a ry  
powers a t t r ib u t e d  to  th is  c la s s  is  made even more t e r r i f y i n g  in  the  
s to r y  o f  E ta in  as the  d ru id  B r e s i l  E ta r la im  tra n s fo rm s  th e  b e a u t ifu l
E ta in  in to  a f l y .
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Of th e  common peop le  were th e  freem en— the fa rm ers  and c e r t a in  
c ra fts m e n — and the u n fre e  men— s la v e s  and degraded f a m il ie s .  T h ere  
was a ls o  a s p e c ia l "g ra d e "  between th e  w a r r io rs  and th e  fa rm e rs — the  
aes dana (men o f  s k i l l )  who were th e  s p e c ia l o r h ig h ly  s k i l le d  c r a f t s ­
men. The ev id en ce o f  t h is  s o c ie ta l  le v e l as w e ll as the fa c t  o f  the  
" h o n o u r -p r ic e ,"  the  f in a n c ia l  w orth  o f  freem en, t e s t i f i e s  to  th e  
s tre n g th  o f in d iv id u a l i t y  in the  C e l t ic  c u l tu r e .  C e l t ic  s o c ie ty  was 
in te r la c e d  w ith  " th e  t ie s  and d u t ie s  o f  k in s h ip ."  Y e t C e lt ic  s o c ia l  
s t r u c tu r e  seemed fe u d a l.  The C e l t ic  in s t i t u t io n  o f  c l ie n ts h ip  ( c e ls in e )  
re q u ire d  the  c e le , a commoner, to  bear arms and g iv e  o th e r s e rv ic e s  to  
h is  lo rd  ( f la ?  t h ) . The lo rd  in tu rn  gave goods and p ro te c t io n  to  the  
c e le . C e ls in e  d i f f e r e d  r a d ic a l ly  from  fe u d a lis m , however, in  th a t  the  
c e le  n e v e r lo s t  h is  independence o r  th e  r ig h t  o f  p r iv a te  o w n e r s h ip .^  Be­
cause th e  sagas them selves a re  a r i s t o c r a t i c ,  Stephens p o rtra y s  noblemen 
p r im a r i ly ;  how ever, he does sketch  commoners as w e l l .  In Lavarcham , 
C o nachur's  c a p ta in  o f  th e  m i l i t i a ,  D e ir d r e 's  guard " F a t - f a c e ,"  E o ch a id 's  
s o ld ie rs ,S te p h e n s  h in ts  a t  a s o c ie ta l  le v e l peopled by c h a ra c te rs  o f  
in t e r e s t  and in d iv id u a l i t y .
T h ere  was no p ro v is io n  in  C e l t i c  s o c ie ty  to  exten d  an in d iv id u a l 's  
s ta tu s  and r ig h ts  beyond th e  b o undaries  o f  h is  own tu a th ,  fo r  th e re  
was no c e n tr a l  a d m in is tra t io n  o f  law ; r a th e r  th e  law  " re s te d  on i t s  
own v e n e ra b i1 i t y ,  r i t u a l  p o te n c y , and p o p u la r  a c c e p t a b i l i t y ,"  as C. E. 
Pow ell e x p la in s . '^  Law reposed in  th e  memories o f  " s p e c ia l is t s "  who 
were f r e e  to  move about th e  c o u n try . P o s s ib ly  connected w ith  m a g ic ia n -  
sages o r  w is e  men, C e l t ic  law was a p p a re n t ly  not w r i t te n  down b e fo re  th e
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seventh c e n tu ry  A. D. The s p e c ia l i s t s ,  th e  b r? th em , a s s is te d  th e  
king  in  a r b i t r a t io n  o r  ac te d  as a r b i t r a t o r s  th em s e lv e s . Such a r b i ­
t r a t io n s  f r e q u e n t ly  to o k  p la c e  a t  th e  k in g 's  assem b ly , th e  (4enach, 
famous a ls o  as a tim e  o f  th e  g a th e r in g  o f  b a rd s . A t th e s e  assem b lies  
which took p la c e  d u rin g  f e s t iv a ls  a t  th e  p a la c e  o r  a t  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  
bury ing  grounds o f  fo rm er k in g s , such a c tio n s  as a l l i a n c e s ,  and war 
d e c la ra t io n s  and th e  ra is in g  o f  arm ies  w ere accom plished  as w e ll  as 
the e s ta b lis h m e n ts  o f  c l ie n t s h ip s .  A t t h is  tim e  an o v e r lo r d  e s ta b ­
lis h e d  h is  c o n tro l o v e r lo rd s  le s s  p o w e r fu l. In  h is  re d a c t io n  o f  th e  
wooing o f  E ta in ,  Stephens g iv e s  a d e l ig h t f u l  p o r t r a y a l  n o t o n ly  o f  
C e lt ic  law yers d is p u t in g  but th e  oenach as a w h o le . H ere  th e  c e le b r a ­
t io n  was th e  T a i l l t e a n  Games, but th e  le g a l d ebates  soon s e t th e  tone  
fo r  th e  o th e r  c e le b r a n ts :
A t th e  F o rt o f  th e  Synod th e  law -m akers w ere  de­
l ib e r a t in g  on such changes as w ere p o l i t i c ,  and d is ­
cuss in g  re c e n t even ts  th a t  co u ld  m odify  p ro c e d u re , o r  
be c o n s id e re d  as new, o r  o v e r r id in g ,  p re c e d e n ts .
T h e ir  b a rd s , who, fo r  th e  sake o f  easy memory, had 
"p u t a th re a d  o f  rhyme about th e  la w s ,"  w ere  in  a t ­
te n d a n c e , and were c o n s id e r in g  th e  m e tr ic a l s u rg e ry  
th a t  any change in  the  body o f  law  made n e c e s s a ry .
The bards were in  c o n v e n tio n  a t  th e  W ell o f  
th e  E l f  Mound d is c u s s in g  i f  a l l  th a t  co u ld  be 
ac h ieved  by th e  G rea t E ig h t -L in e  Curved V erse  
co u ld  n o t be as c o m p eten tly  managed by th e  L i t t l e  
E ig h t -L in e  Curved V e rs e , and w h eth er th e  G r e a t -  
C u rv in g  E ig h t -L in e  R eturn  V erse was a n e c e s s ity  o r  
an o u tra g e : these h o ld in g  th a t  b r e v i t y ,  and th o se
th a t  d iv e r s i t y ,  was th e  c h ie f  ornam ent o f  p o e tr y .
"Where th e re  is  o n ly  room f o r  b r e v i t y , "  quoth  
a young b a rd , " th e re  is  no room fo r  p o e t r y ."
A savage a n c ie n t confounded him .
"W here, s i r ,  th e re  is  space fo r  d iv e r s i t y  
th e re  is  p la c e  and to  sp are  f o r  fo o lis h n e s s ."
"A goat in  a sm all p l o t , "  c r ie d  a p a s to ra l  
b a rd , " s ta r v a t io n  f o l lo w s ."
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"A h !H c r ie d  a n o th e r , who knew h is  a n im a ls , 
"a goat in  a la r g e  p lo t — extended  d e s t r u c t io n !"
The debates co n tin u e  and S tephens l i g h t l y  s a t i r i z e s  s c h o la rs  who 
ta k e  them selves to o  s e r io u s ly .  Beyond th e  d is c u s s io n s  o f  ch ess , 
w a r fa r e , m e d ic in e , b re w in g , w iz a r d r y ,  w ere th e  e n te r ta in m e n ts :
I f  you w ent yo n d e r, ou t on th e  Moor o f  T a ra ,  
you cou ld  see a red  mouth hedged d e e p ly  w ith  
w h is k e rs , and from  among th ese  a b a l la d  is  ro a re d  
th a t  w i l l  ro a s t you to  death  in yo u r own b lu s h e s ,  
o r  reduce you to  such a j e l l y  o f  la u g h te r  t h a t  you 
cannot p r o te c t  y o u r purse o r  your h a t from  th e  
s k i l f u l  fa m ily  o f  th e  s in g e r .
Y onder, in  th e  le a th e rn  ca p , w i l l  f ig h t  
th re e  rounds w ith  a w o lf-h o u n d , i f  th e  fe e  is  
made up:
"N o th in g  b u t te e th  to  be used , n o b le s , n o th ­
ing but t e e t h . "
He, w ith  th e  b e l ls  in h is  e |g s ,  w i l l  e a t  th re e  
f e e t  o f  a s p e a r , and e n jo y  them.
W ith in  the  community th e  s o c ia l u n it  was th e  k in  ( f i n e ) . The
term  d e rb f in e  d e s ig n a te d  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  " a g n a t ic "  descendents
o f  a g re a t -g r a n d fa th e r  ex ten d ed  to  th e  second cousins o f  th e  male
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l i n e .  The fa m ily  u n it  in c lu d e d  the  w i f e ,  c h i ld r e n ,  m a rrie d  sons' 
w ives  and c h ild r e n . In  tim e s  o f  p ro s p e r ity  women a p p a re n t ly  d id  hold  
p ro p e r ty  and rank and b ro u g h t a d es ig n a te d  p e rc e n ta g e  o f  th e  husband's  
w e a lth  upon b e t r o th a l .  S tep h en s ' b e s t exam ple o f  a woman w ith  p ro ­
p e r ty  is  Maeve. When she d ec id ed  to  le a v e  C onachur, she took an 
in v e n to ry  o f  h er p r o p e r ty .  She had l iv e s to c k ,  v e s s e ls  o f  p re c io u s  
m a ta ls , je w e lr y ,  c h a r io t s ,  em bro idered  f a b r ic s ,  shaw ls o f  e v e ry  
c o lo r ,  head-dresses o f  a l l  k in d s , ornam ented s p e a rs , s h ie ld s  and 
b r e a s tp la te s .
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T h ere  were q u i l t s  o f  s i l k  and f u r ,  cushions  
th a t  d e lig h te d  th e  head o r  th e  eye th a t  re s te d  
on them . She had b ird c a g e s  o f  iv o ry  and c ry s ­
t a l .  Beds t h a t  had been ch ipped  o u t o f  mon­
s t e r  b lo cks  o f  am eth y s t. Cups o f  carv e d  iv o r y ,  
each w ith  a d i f f e r e n t  gem s e t  in s id e  a t  th e  b o t­
tom so t h a t  i t  tw in k le d  a t  you w h ile  you d ra n k . 
C hess-boards o f  p re c io u s  m e ta ls ,  and each man 
on th e  board had o ccu p ied  th e  cunning a r t i f i c e r  
a long y e a r  o f  h is  age to  fa s h io n  i t .  . . .ma­
c h in e ry  f o r  brew ing  and b a k in g . . . .d re s s e s . . . 
l i k e  an u n tim e ly  s u n set f o r  c o lo u ^  and l i k e  a 
b i l lo w  o f  th e  sea f o r  exu b e ra n c e .
C h ild r e n , m o reo ver, w ere no t a l to g e th e r  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f  the
p a re n ts  b u t w ere tu to re d  by " f o s t e r  p a re n ts "  p a id  f o r  t h e i r  w o rk .
The r a t io n a le  beh ind  such a p r a c t ic e  seemed lin k e d  n o t o n ly  to  th e
v a lu e  o f  in c re a s in g  th e  c h i ld 's  independence and s e l f - r e l i a n c e  o u ts id e
h is  own home, b u t a ls o  o f  s tre n g th e n in g  th e  sense o f  e x t r a - f a m i l i a l
bonds. The p r a c t ic e  o f  fo s te ra g e  was e s s e n t ia l l y  a s o c ia l com plim ent
to  th e  fo s te r in g  fa m ily .  As S tephens in d ic a te s  in  h is  s to ry  o f  Bec-
f o l a ,  Dermod as A rd -R i had many fo s t e r  so n s, " p r in c e s  from th e  Four
P ro v in c e s , who were s e n t by t h e i r  f a th e r s  as tokens o f  lo y a l t y  and 
23a f f e c t io n .  . . . "  And as th e  warm r e la t io n s h ip  between Dermod and 
C rim th an n , h is  f o s t e r  son in d ic a te s ,  th e  bond o f  fo s te ra g e  was o fte n  
as s tro n g  and sometimes s tro n g e r  than b lo o d  r e la t io n s h ip .
The C e l t i c  ttfa th  ra is e d  i t s  own food  and c a t t l e .  O th e rw is e , 
i t  was in v o lv e d  in  c r a f t s ,  t r a d e ,  o r  p i l l a g e .  In  Ir e la n d 's  th i r d  
c e n tu ry  La T^ne c u ltu r e  th e  w a r r io r - o r ie n t e d  s o c ie ty  was c o n c e n tra te d  
on th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  w e a lth , th e  c h ie f  p i l l a g e  b e in g  c a t t l e  r a id in g .  
I r e la n d 's  most famous sag a , th e  T a in  Bo C u ilg n e , is  an account o f
such a r a id .  Even th e  f e s t iv a ls  were p a s t o r a l ,  n o t a g r ic u l t u r a l .
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C a t t le  ra is in g  was a ls o  an im p o rtan t o cc u p a tio n  on the C o n tin e n t , 
but i t  was p a r t ic u la r ly  a p p ro p r ia te  to  I r e la n d 's  wet c l im a te . I t  
m ight a ls o  be noted th a t  c a t t l e - r a is in g  caused a d is p e rs a l o f  th e  
p o p u la tio n  th a t  p rec lu d ed  the  e s ta b lis h m e n t o f  a c e n tr a l iz e d  govern ­
m ent. Having no n a t iv e  coinage and using  none save in  fo re ig n  b a r­
t e r in g ,  th e  C e lts  a ls o  in s t i t u t e d  a system  o f  b a r te r  based on the  
exchange in  c a t t l e  (a  p r a c t ic e  o f  b a r te r  ind igenous to  th e  Indo-European  
peoples as a w h o le ). For exam ple , s ix  h e i fe r s  were e q u iv a le n t  to
th re e  m ilc h  cows o r  to  a fem ale s la v e  ( c u m a l) . The term  c u m al, th en ,
2b
became th e  s tan d ard  v a lu e  term  fo r  e s t im a t in g  th e  v a lu e  o f  a n y th in g .
The Development o f  C e l t ic  L i te r a tu r e  
The Role o f  Bards and F ilid ^
I t  may be s u rp r is in g  to  no te  in a s o c ie ty  such as th a t  o f  the  
e a r ly  C e lts  th e  h ig h  regard  o f fe re d  a n o n - u t i l i t a r i a n  c la s s ,  but such 
was a t t r ib u t e d  to  th e  C e l t ic  bards and f i 1?d. More than a form  o f  
e n te r ta in m e n t, the  b a rd ic  r e c i t a t io n  was a com posite o f  h is t o r y ,  re ­
l ig io n ,  and r a c ia l  id e a ls  in  one o f  i t s  most a p p e a lin g  fo rm s.
The C e l t ic  b a rd ic  ta le  had i t s  ro o ts  in th e  Indo-European ta le  
form  w hich M yles D i l lo n  d escrib es  as a "prose t a le  w ith  v e rs e  d ia lo g u e
th e  vers e  being f ix e d  and unchanging, th e  prose l e f t  to  th e  c r e a t iv e  
25memory o f  the  s to ry  t e l l e r . "  Sagas, th e n , a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  prose  
w ith  p o r tio n s  in v e rs e . For exam ple , in  th e  s to ry  o f  Mac D a th o 's  
p ig  ( S ce la  Mucce M eic Datho) champions speak to  each o th e r  in  v e rs e , 
though th e  b u lk  o f  th e  s to ry  is  to ld  in p ro s e . In the s to ry  o f  the  
Sons o f  Usna th e  t a l e  is  prose though th e  d ru id  p ro p h ecies  and D e ir -  
d r e 's  la m e n ta tio n  o v e r the  body o f  N aoise a re  in  v e rs e . Though th is
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uform  e a r ly  evo lved  In to  th e  s e p a ra te  genres e ls e w h e re , in  Ire la n d  th e
26o r ig in a l  m ix tu re  o f  prose and p o e try  s u rv iv e d  to  th e  M iddle Ages.
Though the  b u lk  o f  a n c ie n t  ta le s  comes from  m an u s c rip ts , the  n a -
r a t iv e  t r a d i t io n  in  Ir e la n d  is  p re d o m ia n te ly  o r a l .  The c re a t io n  and 
tra n s m is s io n  o f  these sagas w ere ach ieved  by b a rd s , poets t ra in e d  in  
n a t iv e  lo r e .  The s t o r y t e l l e r ,  th e  s c e la ig e  ( in  modern I r is h  s g e a la ig h e  
o r  shenach ie) was t e c h n ic a l ly  known as th e  f i 1? who was a le a rn e d  
po et and m aster o f  senchus (h is to r y )  and d innshencus ( p la c e - lo r e ) .
As I r i s h  s o c ie ty  began to  change, th e  b a rd 's  p o s it io n  s h if te d  from  in ­
te g r a l  s o c ie ta l fu n c t io n a ry  to  som ething o f  an accessory to  th e  k in g 's  
r e t in u e — a poet la u re a te  t r o t t e d  out on s t a te  o cc a s io n s . A f te r  th e  
Norman conquest the  bard was re ta in e d  by th e  nob les  in much th e  same 
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fu n c t io n . The e a r ly  t a le s  r e f le c t  th e  lo r e  o f  th e  upper c la sses  
because the  f ?1i were both  members o f  and w ere supported by th is  s o c ie ­
t a l  le v e l .  These ta le s  m ight w e ll have been r e c ite d  a t oenaige ( f a i r s )  
w here these and o th e rs  o f  th e  a r ts  were supported  by k in g s . L ik e  th e  
Anglo-Saxon scops the  bards a ls o  r e c ite d  a t  banquets and o th e r  g a th e r ­
ings o f  the  n o b le s . In "The L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A lle n "  Stephens p o r tra y s  
th e  em inent poet Fergus T ru e -L ip s , whose s k i l l f u l  r e c i ta t io n s  o f  th e  
e x p lo i t s  o f  Finn and Gol 1 b r in g  fo r th  th e  deluge o f  rewards th a t  be­
g in s  th e  b ra w l. But he a ls o  is  a b le  to  s to p  th e  f ig h t in g :  "Then
Fergus T ru e -L ip s  g a th e re d  about him a l l  th e  poets  o f  the F ian n a , and 
th e y  surrounded th e  com batants . They began to  chant and in to n e  lo n g , 
heavy rhymes and in c a n ta t io n , u n t i l  th e  rh y th m ic  b e a tin g  o f  t h e i r  
vo ic e s  covered even th e  n o is e  o f  w a r, so th a t  th e  men stopped hacking
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and hewing, and l e t  t h e i r  weapons drop from  t h e i r  h a n d s ."  A cco rd in g
to  tw e lf th  c e n tu ry  m a n u scrip ts  some th re e  hundred and f i f t y  t a le s  w ere
n o t o n ly  in e x is te n c e  but supposedly m astered  by th e  bard  o r  f i l l .
Two hundred and f i f t y  o f  th e s e  were known as p r im -s c e la  o r  main t a le s ,
29
one hundred as f o - s c e la  o r  s u b s id ia ry  t a l e s .  S in ce  th e  bards p ro p e r  
asso c ia te d  them selves p r im a r i ly  w ith  th e  n o b i l i t y  and th e  ta le s  o f  
th e  n o b i l i t y ,  h is t o r y  observes th a t  around 16*10 th e  bards tended to  
d is a p p e a r. Deposed from  t h e i r  e le v a te d  p o s i t io n s ,  th ey  lo s t  t h e i r  
c la s s ic a l tec h n iq u e s  and c o n c o m ita n tly  t h e i r  r i g i d i t y ,  and they became 
poets o f  the p e o p le .^ 0 A f t e r  th e  " f i n a l  d e s tr u c t io n "  o f  th e  ind ig en o u s  
c u ltu r e  by James I ,  i t  was th e  p e a s a n try  w hich became l i v in g  re c e p ­
ta c le s  o f  the C e l t i c  t r a d i t io n  o n ly  p a r t i a l l y  p re s e rv e d  e lsew h ere  in  
frag m en tary  m a n u s c rip ts .
Ex tan t m an u scrip ts  o f  th e  ta le s  p re s e n t c o n s id e ra b le  problems  
o f  accuracy inasmuch as th e y  r e f le c t  th e  o r a l  p re s e n ta t io n  r a th e r  
than a coherent and s y s te m a tic  w r i t t e n  v e rs io n  o f  th e  s to r y .  G erard  
Murphy notes how in  v e rs io n s  o f  th e  T a in  th e  t a l e  " d is s o lv e s "  in to  w hat 
appears to  be n o te s  on th e  s to ry  r a th e r  than  a t r a n s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  
o ra l p r e s e n t a t io n .^  Nor a re  th e  v a r io u s  m an u scrip ts  o f  c e r ta in  t a le s  
c o n s is te n t w ith  each o th e r .  The most n o ta b le  m an u scrip ts  o f  th e  T a in  
a re  an Old I r is h  v e rs io n  in  the  Book o f  th e  Dun Cow, p ro b a b ly  taken  
from  o ra l tra n s m is s io n  in th e  n in th  c e n tu r y , and th e  M id d le  I r i s h  v e r ­
s ion  in  th e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu ry  Book o f  L e in s te r  ( Leabhar Lai g e n )t h a t  appears  
to  be a l i t e r a r y  co m p o s itio n  based on a m a n u s c rip t o f  th e  Old I r i s h  v e r ­
s ion  w r it te n  ab o u t 1100. As m ight be e x p e c te d , th e  M id d le  I r is h  v e rs io n  
appears to  be more u n if ie d  and c o n s is te n t ,  though the  O ld I r is h  v e rs io n
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32is  more n a tu ra l and d i r e c t .  Because th e  ta le s  were b a r d ic ,  one
th e o ry  suggests t h a t  th e y  w ere s u b je c t to  th e  " p o e t ic  fa n c y "  o f  each
t e l l e r .  P o s s ib ly , to o ,  numbers o f  s h o r te r  e x ta n t  m an u scrip ts  w ere
o u t l in e s ,  memoria te c h n ic a , f o r  o ra l  p r e s e n ta t io n , and thus p re s e n t
33o n ly  th e  s k e tc h ie s t  r e n d it io n  o f  th e  t a l e .  A nother th e o ry  p o s tu la te s  
th a t  these m a n u scrip ts  a re  l i k e l y  begun as f a i t h f u l  re c o rd in g s  o f  the  
s t o r y t e l l in g ,  bu t th a t  th e  im p e rfe c tio n s  and in c o n s is te n c ie s  o f  the  
e a r ly  m anuscrip ts  a re  due to  th e  w e a rin e s s  o f  the  re c o rd e r and s tre s s  
on th e  r e c i t e r  who is  t r y in g  a r t i f i c i a l l y  to  re c re a te  a t a le  as he to ld
3ij
I t  e a r l i e r  a t  some g a th e r in g . M o re o v e r, any m anuscrip t v e rs io n  o f  
th e  t a le  cannot hope th e re b y  to  c a p tu re  th e  immediacy o f  th e  o r ig in a l  
o r a l v e rs io n . As G erard  Murphy o b s e rv e s , " In  the  t a le  as o r i g i n a l l y  
t o ld ,  no t th e  o p e n in g , but some e p iso d e  in  the  m idd le  o r  en d , would  
p ro b ab ly  have most awakened o u r a d m ira t io n . For i t  is  th e  law  o f  o ra l 
n a r r a t io n  th a t  th e  s to r y  improves as th e  a p p re c ia t io n  o f  th e  aud ience  
begins to  a f f e c t  th e  n a r r a t o r . W h e r e a s  th e  o r a l ly  t ra n s m it te d  t a le  
would be o f  g r e a te r  le n g th  w ith  more e la b o r a te  d e s c r ip t iv e  passages, 
th e  m anuscrip t v e rs io n  opens w ith  some e la b o r a t io n  and tends to  t r a i l  
o f f  in to  a n o ta t io n a l f o r m . ^  C e r ta in  m arks o f  a n t iq u i t y  o f  th e  s to r y ­
t e l l e r ' s  a r t  a re  " s te re o ty p e d  d e s c r ip t iv e  passages o r  r h e to r ic a l  
1 r u n s ' . T h e s e  a re  u s u a lly  in tro d u c e d  when b eg in n in g  th e  t a l e  o r a 
w ell-kn o w n  scene in  th e  t a l e .  In  t h is  and o th e r  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  such
as " fo rm , c h a ra c te rs , and m o t ifs "  th e y  a re  r e la te d  to  m ed ieval I r is h  
38m an u scrip ts .
Because o f  th e  a n t iq u i t y  o f  th ese  t a l e s ,  e x ta n t  m a n u s c rip ts , o f  
c o u rs e , a re  no t th e  o ld e s t  form  o f  th e  t a l e s ,  not even n e c e s s a r i ly  o f
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th e  ta le s  in  t h e i r  w r i t t e n  fo rm . The p r e s e n t ly  a v a i la b le  m an u scrip ts
have undoubted ly  been a l t e r e d  through fo r e ig n  in te rc o u rs e  and C h r is t ia n
re d a c tio n  by means o f  d e l ib e r a t e  in te r p o la t io n  o r  s u p p re s s io n , s c r ib a l
e r r o r s ,  th e  a s s im ila t io n  o f  fo re ig n  id eas  o r  th e  d e s ire  to  g l o r i f y
39c h a ra c te rs  th ro u g h  com parison w ith  heroes o f  o th e r  c u ltu r e s .  Even
th e  ve ry  p o p u la r i ty  o f  th e s e  ta le s  works f o r  t h e i r  a l t e r a t i o n j f o r  la t e r
c u l t u r a l  developm ents tended  to  have changed a t a l e ,  m odernized i t  by
If o
s t r ip p in g  i t  o f  " i t s  uncouth g ra n d e u r ."  These a l t e r a t io n s  a re  d i ­
r e c t ly  a t t r ib u t a b le  to  a change o f  fa s h io n . P e c u l ia r ly ,  how ever, th e  
o ld e r  sagas k e p t t h e i r  t y p ic a l  C e l t ic  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s .  The Red Branch 
c y c le ,  c o n ta in in g  among o th e rs  th e  s to r ie s  o f  C u c h u la in , e v id e n t ly  re ­
ta in e d  many o f  i t s  o r ig in a l  e le m e n ts . H u ll term s th e  ta le s  o f  th e  Red 
Branch saga so co m p lete  th e y  co u ld  a lm o st have been c o n ce ived  by one 
m ind . There  is  a ls o  a c o n s id e ra b le  u n ifo r m ity  o f  s t y le  w ith  e x c e p tio n s  
p r im a r i ly  a g a in  in  th e  most p o p u la r p a r t s ,  such as th e  s to ry  o f  D e ird re  
and th e  " F e a s t o f  B r ic c r iu "  ( F le d  B r ic r e n d ) . In c o n tra s t  is  th e  Os- 
s ia n ic  c y c le ,  th e  s t o r ie s  o f  F in n , which appears to  have a l t e r e d  from  
th e  tim e o f  i t s  c o n c e p tio n . I t s  c o n s id e ra b le  d iv e r s i t y  is  a t t r ib u t a b le  
to  th e  number o f  ta le s  in c o rp o ra te d  w ith in  i t ,  some o f  which w ere o r i g i ­
n a l l y  independent o f  th e  main body o f s t o r ie s ;  u n l ik e  th e  C u ch u la in  
s t o r ie s ,  th e  Fen ian  c y c le  o f f e r s  l i t t l e  o p p o r tu n ity  f o r  a u n i f ie d  saga
li i
because o f  a " d iv e r s i t y  o f  s t y le  and to n e ."  In g e n e ra l,  how ever, the  
F e n ian  s to r ie s  c o n ta in  lo n g e r a d je c t iv a l  em b e llis h m e n ts  and redundancies  
and la c k  th e  s u c c in c tn e s s  and g r a v i t y ,  th e  d ig n i t y  and purpose o f  th e  
o ld e r  sagas. S tep h en s ' p a r t ic u la r  c o n n ectio n s  w ith  th e  b a rd ic  t r a d i t io n  
ap pears  la t e r  in  th is  s tu d y . I t  can be observed  h e re , how ever, th a t
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S tephens ' re d a c tio n s  a r e ,  o f  c o u rs e , much f u l l e r  than th e  m an u scrip t 
v e rs io n s  as a g e n e ra l r u le ,  f o r  he con ce ives  the f in is h e d  work in  the  
l ig h t  o f  modern n a r r a t iv e ,  r e p le te  w ith  c o n t in u ity  o f  ep iso d e  and 
c h a ra c te r  developm ent. But S tephens ' w r i t in g  is  e v id e n t ly  more in  
th e  s p i r i t  o f  th e  e a r l i e r  r a th e r  than th e  la t e r  m an u scrip t v e rs io n s ,  
fo r  Stephens accom plishes a b lu n tn e s s , a balanced  s t y l e ,  and i f  not 
a genuine " g r a v i t y "  a t  le a s t  a re c o g n it io n  o f  th e  p r im i t iv e  in s t in c ts
and u n iv e rs a l human c o n d it io n s  in fo rm in g  th e  a c tio n  o f  the  sagas.
C e l t ic  L i t e r a r y  C h a r a c te r is t ic s
Seldom does th e  s tu d e n t o f  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  f in d  concurrence on 
th e  s u b je c t o f  C e l t i c  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s .  G e n e ra lly  h is to r ia n s  and l i t ­
e r a r y  a n a ly s ts  o f f e r  one o r  two c h a r a c t e r is t ic s ,  one naming some, o th e rs  
naming o th e r s . A com parison o f  enough l i s t s ,  how ever, suggests a 
c o n t in u ity  o f  C e lt ic is m , a g en era l consensus about C e l t ic  in f lu e n c e .
The most o b vious C e l t ic  leg acy is  s u b je c t  m a tte r . The myths and legends  
th a t  c o n tin u e  to  reappear r e w r it te n  in  modern I r is h  l i t e r a t u r e  w i l l  
be t r e a te d  e lse w h e re  in  th is  s tu d y . There  is  a ls o , how ever, p e rv a s iv e  
C e l t ic  in f lu e n c e  o f  a more s u b tle  n a tu re  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  th e  themes 
and a t t i t u d e s  which c o n s t itu te  ind igenous I r is h  w r i t in g .
One m ight w e ll begin  w ith  S to p p fo rd  B ro o ke 's  in tro d u c t io n  to  T . W.
R o lle s to n 's  e a r ly  c o l le c t io n  o f  Fen ian  t a le s  in  which Brooks l i s t s  th e  
C e l t ic  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  as in t e n s i t y ,  lo ve  o f  w ild  n a tu r e , a d e s ire  f o r  
b e a u ty , in t e r e s t  in  hum anity and c h a r a c te r ,  savagery  coupled w ith  te n ­
derness and f a i r y  magic expressed in  " s tra n g e  im a g in a tio n s  th a t  suddenly
Id
s u rp r is e  and ch arm ."  To these he would add a deep lo v e  o f  Ir e la n d ,  
th e  m in g lin g  o f  th e  beauty  o f  youth  w ith  th e  honor o f  a n c ie n tr y .  The
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n a tu ra l a r t is a n  in th e  C e lt  is  o b je c t i f i e d  in  h is  love  o f  c o lo r ,  a 
c h a r a c t e r is t ic  n o t found in  e a r ly  G erm anic, E n g lis h , o r  Scandanavian  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  and a lo v e  o f  m u s ic , p a r t ic u la r ly  music th a t  appears to
Zl2
a r is e  from  n a tu re  i t s e l f .
C e l t i c  legends re v e a l th e  C e lt  to  be an i d e a l i s t ,  one who lu x -
u r ia te s  in  th e  im a g in a tio n  and e n jo ys  b e a u ty . Y et h is  ta le s  a re  no t
w ith o u t  humor. H is humor o f te n  l ie s  in  a sense o f  the  incongruous,
s u b t le  and devo id  o f  th e  b u r le s q u e . T h is  in c o n g ru ity  i s ,  how ever,
LL
based on h is  b e l ie f  in  th e  f a n t a s t ic .  I r i s h  humor is  s tra n g e ly  
d u a l i s t i c .  The I r is h  mind r e f le c t s  th e  need fo r  s y n th e s is  and recon­
c i l i a t i o n ,  le a n in g  even more tow ards th e  w o n d erfu l than th e  r e a l ,
Lc
indeed a t t r ib u t in g  to  th e  im a g in a tiv e  a p e c u l ia r  r e a l i t y .
B lended w ith  th e  humor is  a s t r a in  o f  pathos which M atthew A rn o ld
term ed " t i t a n i c "  m e lan ch o ly : "The C e lts  w ith  t h e i r  vehement re a c tio n
a g a in s t th e  despotism  o f  f a c t ,  w ith  t h e i r  sensuous n a tu re , t h e i r
m a n ifo ld  s t r i v i n g ,  t h e i r  ad verse  d e s t in y , t h e i r  immense c a la m it ie s ,  th e
C e lts  a re  th e  prim e a u th o rs  o f  t h is  v iew  o f  p ie r c in g  re g re t  and
pass i o n . H e  compares the  German Sehnsucht, a " w is t f u l ,  s o f t ,  t e a r f u l
k7lo n g in g "  to  th e  C e l t ic  " s t r u g g l in g ,  f i e r c e ,  p a s s io n a te "  m elancho ly . 
However, l a t e r  c r i t i c s ,  among them N. J . O 'C o n o r, tak e  issue w ith  A rn o ld , 
f o r  n o n -co n v e rs a n t w ith  G a e lic ,  A rn o ld  based h is  comment on a read in g  o f  
M acpherson's O ss ia n , w hich was n o t a t r a n s la t io n ,  but a work o n ly  based 
on G a e lic  t a l e s .  O 'Conor a rg u e s , " T i t a n ic  m elancho ly  is  too  s tro n g  a 
term  to  a p p ly  to  th e  s t r a in  o f  pathos w hich is  c o n s ta n tly  sounded in  
G a e lic  l i t e r a t u r e  and a t  i t s  lo u d e s t , in c re a s e s  to  d ig n i f ie d  f a ta l is m .  
Anyone a t  a l l  in t im a te  w ith  I r i s h  peo p le  must have n o tic e d  th e  s tro n g
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t in g e  o f  fa t a l is m  in  t h e i r  n a tu re s  w hich makes many o f  them h a p p y -g o -
lu c k y ; th e  I r i s h  a re  conscious o f  t h e i r  own In s ig n if ic a n c e  when p i t t e d
48
a g a in s t th e  g r e a t  n a tu r a l fo rc e s  t h a t  move th e  w o r ld ."  The C e lt
is  no t m orosely v ic t im iz e d  by f a t e ;  r a th e r  he accep ts  f a t e  and may be
sad o r  w i s t f u l ,  but n o t m o rb id .
The C e lt  m ig h t be p h i lo s o p h ic a l ly  s to ic  about l i f e ' s  low p o in ts
because o f  h is  c a p a c ity  f o r  b e l i e f  r e l a t i v e l y  devo id  o f  s k e p t ic is m .
John E g lin to n  rem arks th a t  "w hat d is t in g u is h e d  th e  C e lt  was th e  v is io n —
f o r  i t  was n o th in g  le s s — o f  a n o th e r w o rld  in t e r p e n e t r a t in g  t h i s ,  seen
a t  tim es w ith  th e  b o d ily  eyes and even jo u rn e y e d  in to  w ith  th e  b o d ily  
49f e e t . "  The C e l t 's  t r a i t  o f  accep tan ce in d ic a te d  th e  la c k  o f  a 
q u e s tio n in g  m ind; th e  C e lt  was not p rone to  d e b a te , to  w eig h  e x p la n a ­
t io n s  f o r  h is  e x p e rie n c e  o r  to  downplay any a s p ect o f  l i f e .  R a th e r , h is  
" v is io n a r y  d is p o s it io n "  s u p p o rted  by h is  v iv id  im a g in a tio n  tended to  get  
the  b e t t e r  o f  h is  r a t io n a l  f a c u l t i e s .
Th is  im a g in a t iv e  a b i l i t y  is  c h a ra c te r iz e d  in th e  l i t e r a t u r e  by 
th e  s tre n g th  o f  th e  d e s c r ip t iv e  p assages, p a r t ic u la r ly  n o t ic e a b le  in  
two f a v o r i t e  n a r r a t iv e  s cen es , sea voyages and b a t t le s .  In  The Voyage 
o f  Bran one reads "S e a -h o rs e s  g l is t e n  in  summer/ As f a r  as Bran has 
s tre tc h e d  h is  g la n c e : /  R iv e rs  pour f o r t h  a stream  o f  honey. . . . /  The  
sheen o f  th e  m ain . . . /  The w h ite  hue o f  the s e a . . . . /S p e c k le d  salmon  
leap  from  th e  womb/ Of th e  w h ite  s e a ." " ^  Where in b a t t l e  scenes many 
w r ite r s  would w r i t e  o f  th e  g lo r y  bu t n o t o f  th e  h o rro r  o f  w a r , th e  
C e l t ic  w r i t e r  w r i te s  v ig o ro u s ly  o f  b o th . O ften  th ese d e s c r ip t io n s  a re  a 
g e n e r ic  m ix tu re  o f  p rose and p o e try  due to  th e  im a g in a t iv e  y e t  r e a l i s t i c  
d e p ic t io n s . The im a g in a t iv e  and hence p o e t ic  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  p ro se is
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enhanced In  C e l t ic  l i t e r a t u r e  by "heaped" e p ith e ts  and s t r in g s  o f
a d je c t iv e s .  The l a t t e r  a re  used most commonly fo r  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e
e f f e c t  n o ta b le  in  both G a e lic  prose and G a e lic  p o e try  s in c e  th e
52language is  r ic h  in  a l l i t e r a t i v e  q u a l i t y .
The im a g in a tiv e  a s p e c ts  o f  C e l t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  a re  a ls o  in fu s e d  
by th e  C e l t i c  love o f  n a tu re  and th e  co n co m itan t b e l i e f  th a t  n a tu re  
d i r e c t ly  in flu e n c e d  th e  a f f a i r s  o f  men. Most G a e lic  s im ile s  a re  
n a tu re -c o n n e c te d . To th e  th in g s  o f  n a tu re  th e  C e lts  a s c r ib e d  a s p i r i t ­
ual q u a l i t y ,  but they w ere n o t in d w e lle d  by a b e in g ; th ey  were endowed
w ith  th is  h a l f - l i f e  by gods o r  demons o r  th e  f a i r i e s ,  o r  t h e i r  human
o b servers  tra n s m itte d  to  them some o f  t h e i r  own p a s s io n . R o lle s to n  
e x p la in s  th e  paradox im p l i c i t  in t h is  C e l t ic  d o c t r in e :  "The C e l t ic
n a tu re  is  to o  fond o f  r e a l i t y ,  to o  im p a tie n t o f  i l l u s i o n ,  to  b e lie v e  
in  an a c tu a l l iv in g  s p i r i t  in in a n im a te  t h i n g s . I n  a n o th e r sen se, 
how ever, a l l  th in g s  w ere " g i f t e d  w ith  l i f e "  f o r  in  th e  t a le s ,  espe­
c i a l l y  those belo n g in g  to  th e  M y th o lo g ic a l c y c le ,  a l l  th in g s  a re  in  
some way possessed o f  an i n t r i n s i c  b e in g . P o s s ib ly  th ese  ta le s  were  
no t o r i g i n a l l y  C e l t ic  and perhaps th e re  is  in  them a v e ry  e a r ly  ren ­
d e r in g  o f  a m ystic  b e l i e f  in  a p e rv a s iv e  l i f e  f o r c e .  A. E . a ls o
remarks on th e  G a e lic  d w e ll in g  upon n a tu re ;  "e veryw h ere  th e r e  was l i f e ,
cZj
and as th ey  saw so th e y  f e l t . "  And t h is  v iew  was a m y s tic a l v ie w , one 
w hich A. E. h e ig h ten s  to  a n a t io n a l c h a r a c t e r is t ic  as the  C e l t ic  poets  
g le a n  from  th e  Ire la n d  about them a l i t e r a l  T i rnanoge.'*"’ The I r is h  use 
o f  n a tu re  in v o lv e s  th e  a b i l i t y  in O 'C o n o r's  words " to  use f ig u r a t iv e  
language in s im ile  and m etaphor more s t r ik in g  than w ould o c c u r to  men 
o f  a lm o st any o th e r  ra c e , a s tra n g e  im a g in a t iv e  power th a t  a t  tim es is
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so s tro n g  as to  become g r o t e s q u e . Y e t  im p l ic i t  in  th e  s t r ik in g  
language is  a c h i l d - l i k e  q u a l i t y ,  a k in d  o f  charm ing n a iv e te .  A. E. 
expresses i t :  "No l i t e r a t u r e  e v e r  had a more b e a u t i fu l  h e a r t  o f
ch ild h o o d  in  i t .  The bards c o u ld  h a te  no one c o n s is t e n t ly ." ”^
The C e l t i c  sense o f  th e  d iv in e  was a p e c u l ia r  one. The C e lt  
co u ld  " s u b lim a te "  though he c o u ld  n o t " tra n s c e n d "  h is  w o r ld .  H is  
r e l ig io n  was based alm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  on im a g in a t io n , n o t th o u g h t. I t  
m ight here  be noted th a t  th e  C e lt  humanized h is  "g o d s ,"  s in c e  h is  re ­
l ig io n  was n e b u lo u s . The em phasis , th e r e fo r e ,  was on man and the  
god-man d u a l i t y  p o s s ib le . M o re o v e r, th e  C e lt  b e lie v e d  in  r e in c a rn a t io n .  
Th ere  is  e v id e n t ly  a d e l ig h t  in l i f e  th a t  does n o t n e c e s s ita te  the  
concept o f  rew ard in  th e  h e r e a f t e r ,  th a t  a llo w s  fo r  re in c a rn a t io n  as 
good r a th e r  th an  as bad, th a t  em phasizes th e  human to  be as good as 
th e  d iv in e .  The " s u p e rn a tu ra l in fu s io n "  appears to  be th e  most impor­
ta n t  c h a r a c t e r is t ic  o f  C e l t i c  l i t e r a t u r e .  The C e lt  is  dom inated by 
h is  v is io n  o f  th e  O th erw o rld  and s eeks , in i 0 1F a o la in 's  w o rd s , a "syn th e ­
s is  between dream and r e a l i t y ,  a s p ir a t io n  and e x p e r ie n c e , a shrewd know­
ledge o f  th e  w o rld  and a s tra n g e  re lu c ta n c e  to  cope w ith  i t ,  and ten d in g  
alw ays to  f in d  th e  ba lan ce  n o t in  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  s y n th e s is  but in  the  
rhythm  o f  a p e rp e tu a l e m o tio n a l o s c i l l a t i o n . " ”^
The in fu s io n  o f  th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l was so p e rv a s iv e  th a t  i t  appeared  
even in  supposed h is t o r ic a l  w o rk s , f o r  exam ple th e  Book o f  Invasions  
( Leabhar G abhala) from  as la t e  as th e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu ry . As O 'F a o la in  
rem arks, e a r ly  I r is h  h is to r y  is  a " p a lim p s e t"  o v e r la id  w ith  f ic t io n s ,  
r e d a c t io n s , and em endations. The w r i t e r s  o f  th e  Book o f  In vasions
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proposed th re e  g o a ls — to  e x p la in  th e  v a r ie t y  o f  p eo p les  p re s e n t in
Ir e la n d ,  to  g iv e  th e  c o u n try  p o l i t i c a l  u n ity  by d e s c r ib in g  th e  upper
c la sses  as o f  "common G a e lic  o r i g i n , "  and to  make th e  gods o f  a n c ie n t  
59Ire la n d  in to  c r e d ib le  m o rta ls . Not so o v e r t  and more g erm in al is  th e  
fa n ta s y  in c lu d e d  by th e  makers o f  both  th e  Red Branch and th e  Fenian  
c y c le s , who d id  b e lie v e  in a w o rld  composed o f  s p i r i t u a l  b e in g s , p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  th e  o ld  gods now l i v in g  underground. 
N o ta b ly , th e  n e a re r  to  modern tim e th e  o r ig in  o f  th e  s to r y ,  th e  c lo s e r  
th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between m o rta ls  and im m o rta ls . The w o rld  o f  th e  
S id h e , th e  o ld  T u a th a  De Danann l i v in g  in  a n o th e r  d im en s io n , o r  beneath  
la k e s , in  duns, o r  acro ss th e  s e a , was v e ry  re a l to  th e  C e lt .  The 
hum anization  o f  th e  C e l t i c  gods was e f f e c t e d  th rough  an expansion o f  
the Im a g in a t io n , an a m p li f ic a t io n  re q u ire d  more in  th is  way than i f  the  
gods had rem ained d iv in e .
The C e l t i c  p e r s o n a l i ty  e v in c e d , th e n , v e n e ra t io n  o f  th e  s u p e r io r  
human w ith  a c o n c o m ita n t re c o g n it io n  o f  th e  in f lu e n c e  on man by n a tu re ;  
fo r  t h is  reason th e  C e lt  h e ld  to  id e a lis m  and a p p re c ia t io n  o f  the  
fo rc e s  o f  th e  s u b lim e ,a n d  he lu x u r ia te d  in  th e  im a g in a tio n  and en jo yed  
beau ty . Though among e a r ly  European p e o p les  th e  C e lt  is  no t a lo n e  in 
these c h a r a c t e r is t i c s ,  he is  a lo n e  in  th e  p a r t ic u la r  com b in atio n  and 
emphases o f  th e s e  a s p e c ts . In The R e v iv a l o f  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  Douglas  
Hyde notes th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  an u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e s e  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  
fo r  anyone who w ould  understand and e n jo y  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e :  "Our
a n c ie n t l i t e r a t u r e  w ould be in v a lu a b le  i f  f o r  th is  reason a lo n e , th a t  
i t  g iv e s  a new v ie w p o in t  and a new v is t a .  I t s  im portance is  augmented 
in  t h i s ,  th a t  i t s  re c k le s s  s in c e r i t y  s tan d s th e  en d u rin g  ev id e n c e  o f
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a long-van q u ish ed  s ta g e  o f  s o c ia l  and in t e l l e c t u a l  d evelopm ent, where 
th e  f i e r c e r  and f i n e r  pow ers , th e  s o f te r  and s te r n e r  em otions o f  an 
e a r ly  mankind s t r iv e  and commingle w ith  d ra m a tic  e f f e c t .
P erio d s  o f  L i t e r a t u r e  and T h e ir  C h a r a c te r is t ic s
Even d is c o u n tin g  such p a t r i o t i c  c la im s  as P a d ra ic  P e a rs e 's  th a t  
I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  is  o ld e r ,  la r g e r  in  number, and b e t t e r  than the l i t e r ­
a tu re  o f  any o th e r  European c o u n try  save G reece , th e  s c h o la r  does f in d  
in  I r is h  l i t e r a t u r e  a body o f  r a th e r  n e g le c te d  o r ig in a l  m a te r ia l .  A l ­
lo w in g  f o r  p a r a l le ls  between c e r ta in  common to p ic s  and even forms such 
as in  the  e v id e n t r e la t io n s h ip  between Norse and I r i s h  sagas, the  gen­
e r a l  is o la t io n  o f  Ir e la n d  produced a prose and p o e try  o f  a p a r t ic u ­
l a r l y  indigenous s t r a in .
The p e rio d s  o f  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  in d ic a te  n a tu r a l change w ith  the  
passage o f  t im e . The fo u r th  th rough th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  in  g e n e ra l 
is  c a lle d  th e  age o f  b a rd s . From th e  f i f t h  to  th e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu r ie s  
th e  " a n c ie n t"  s t y le ,  a " s e v e re , unadorned ," s im p le  s t y l e ,  p r e v a ile d .  
From the tw e lf th  to  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  th e  "m e d ie v a l"  s t y le ,  
"ponderous, o r n a te ,"  wordy sometimes b o m b astic , was c h a r a c t e r is t ic .
The s e v en teen th  th rough  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r ie s  is  a p e r io d  o f  d e c lin e  
and r e v iv a l .  W ith in  a l l  p e r io d s  o ccu rred  exam ples o f  h is t o r y ,  u s u a lly  
a c o m p ila tio n  o f  fa c ts  in te rs p e rs e d  w ith  le g e n d , b io g ra p h y , p a r t ic u ­
l a r l y  h a g io lo g ic a l l i v e s ,  h is t o r i c  romance, and f i c t i o n . ^
N. J . O 'Conor suggests a b i t  more d e ta i le d  d iv is io n  f o r  the p e r ­
iods o f  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e .  D iv id in g  the  p e r io d s  r a th e r  c o n v e n tio n a lly  
in to  Old I r i s h  (8 5 0 -1 0 0 0 ) ,  M id d le  I r is h  (1 1 0 0 -1 5 0 0 ) ,  and Modern I r is h  
(1550  o n ) ,  he c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  p erio d s  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  types o f
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l i t e r a t u r e  found in  each one. The Old I r i s h  p e r io d  was marked by 
l i t t l e  e x ta n t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th a t  which is  a v a i la b le  r e l ig io u s  w o rk s , fo r  
exam ple, th e  "Hymn o f  S t .  P a t r ic k "  a ls o  c a l le d  "The D e e r 's  C ry ."  The 
t w e lf th  c e n tu ry , how ever, marked th e  r is e  o f  th e  e p ic s ,  most n o ta b ly  
th e  Red Branch and th e  Fen ian  c y c le s . D urin g  t h is  p e r io d  a ls o  was 
recorded  th e  t a le s  o f  th e  M y th o lo g ic a l c y c le  re p re s e n t in g  th e  myth 
h is to r y  o f  s u c c e s s iv e  p e o p le s . The Modern P e rio d  saw an end to  I r e ­
la n d 's  s p le n d id  is o la t io n  and th e  l i t e r a t u r e  marked th e  in ro ad s and in ­
f lu e n c e s  o f  co n q u e ro rs . The l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  and e ig h ­
te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  was more and more one o f  p r o te s t  because o f  th e  Eng­
l is h  d o m in atio n  o f  Ir e la n d  and i t s  subsequent " A n g l ic a n iz a t io n .
P lunged in to  o b s c u r ity  o r  o b l i t e r a t e d  by im i t a t io n ,  th e  C e l t i c  s t r a in  
seemed lo s t  u n t i l  th e  la t e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  when such men as Thomas 
D a v is , e d i t o r  o f  a D u b lin -b a s e d  new spaper, made re fe re n c e s  to  th e  l i ­
t e r a r y  h e r i t a g e ,  S i r  Samuel Ferguson r e to ld  th e  s ag as , and James 
C laren ce  Mangan " t r a n s la t e d "  G a e lic  poems in to  E n g lis h . Though done 
w ith o u t b e n e f i t  o f  modern l i n g u is t ic  te c h n iq u e s , th e  w ork o f  th e s e  men,
among o th e r s , began what would come to  be c a l le d  th e  I r i s h  L i t e r a r y
62
R e v iv a l,  most marked a t  th e  tu rn  o f  th e  c e n tu ry .
The saga l i t e r a t u r e  o f  the  M id d le  I r i s h  P e rio d  c o n ta in s  th e  
la r g e s t  r e p o s ito r y  o f  those p ieces u s u a lly  c a l le d  C e l t i c .  In  h is  in t r o ­
d u c tio n  to  K n o tt and M urphy's  E a r ly  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  James Carney o f fe r s  
fe a s ib le  d iv is io n s  f o r  th e  study o f  t h is  body o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  He d iv id e s  
th e  sagas in to  f i v e  ty p e s : th e  m y th o lo g ic a l ta le s  w hich in c lu d e  s to r ie s
o f  I r i s h  d e i t ie s  such as th e  Dagda and Angus Og, th e  U lto n ia n  t a le s  cen­
te r in g  on Conachur and th e  Red Branch w a r r io r s ,  t a le s  which w ere  in
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ch ro n o lo g ic a l tim e  ro u g h ly  synonymous w ith  th e  f i r s t  c e n tu ry  A. D . , 
the ta le s  o f  F lonn and th e  F lan n a c o in c id e n ta l w ith  th e  re ig n  o f  Cormac, 
son o f  A r t ,  a b o u t th e  t h i r d  c e n tu ry  A. D .,  th e  k in g  ta le s  re c o u n tin g  
I r is h  d y n a s t ie s , and th e  ta le s  o f  e x p e d it io n s  (e c h t r a i ) to  th e  O th e r -  
w o r ld .^  The myth ta le s  have been c re a te d  la r g e ly  by po ets  and s to r y ­
t e l l e r s ;  th e y  a re  n o t v e ry  good in d ic a t io n s  o f  th e  r e l ig io n  o f  th e  day 
but ra th e r  o f  th e  s k i l l f u l  im a g in a tio n  o f  th e  b a rd s . The t a le s  have 
s u rv iv e d  due to  t h e i r  n a r r a t iv e  v a lu e . Though th e  ta le s  have been 
c a lle d  exemplums, th e y  ve ry  w e ll  co u ld  have been more c e le b r a t io n s  o f  
a e th n ic  n a tu re  f o r  th e  purpose o f  u n i f ic a t io n  and e n te r ta in m e n t .  Murphy 
sees in  th ese  t a le s  reason f o r  l in k a g e  to  th e  Indo-E uropean  o r ig in .
There a r e ,  f o r  exam p le , s e v e ra l in c id e n c e s  o f  a " B a t t le  o f  M o y t i r r a ,"  
sometimes fo u g h t between th e  T u ath a  De Danann and th e  F ir b o lg  o r  be­
tween th e  T u ath a  De Danann and th e  F o m o ir i. T h ese , Murphy s a y s , a re  
perhaps com parable to  ta le s  o f  th e  O lym pians and th e  T i t a n s .  Even e l e ­
ments in  th e  l a t e r  T a in  a ls o  suggest Indo-European b e l ie f s  such as th e  
Champion's l i g h t  o r  l ig h t  o f  v a lo r  around th e  head o f  a w a r r io r ,  th e  
r is in g  up o f  w a te r  to  p ro te c t  a fa v o re d  group o f  w a r r io r s ,  and th e
appearance o f  gods to  h e lp  o r  oppose in  b a t t l e .  The " p u r i t y "  o f  th ese
C e l t ic  m y th o lo g ic a l themes Murphy a t t r ib u t e s  to  th e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  I r i s h  
t r a d i t io n  w hich p reserves  th e s e  themes in  more p r im i t iv e  fo rm  than in  
o th e r C e l t ic  1 i t e r a t u r e s . ^
The I r i s h  h e ro ic  c y c le  c e n te r in g  on th e  Red Branch w a r r io r s  con­
ta in s  th e  o n ly  l i t e r a r y  acco u n ts  o f  C e l t ic  w a r r io r  s p i r i t  in  European 
1 i t e r a t u r e . ^  The even ts  o f  t h is  c y c le  o ccu r m a in ly  in  n o r th e rn  Ire la n d
near p re s e n t-d a y  Armagh, and c e n te rs  on Emain Macha, th e  p a la c e  o f  King
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Conachur. C u c h u la in  Is  h is  c h ie f  w a r r io r  who defends U ls t e r  from  such 
a tta c k s  as t h a t  o f  Queen Maeve and th e  man o f  Connacht as reco rd ed  in  th e  
T a in  Bo C u ilg n e . O th e r s to r ie s  o f  K ing A i 1 i 11 and Queen M aeve, D e ir d r e ,  
Macha, the Two S w ineherds and o th e rs  a re  a ls o  p a r t  o f  t h is  c y c le .
The Fionn t a le s  a re  no t regarded  as im p o rta n t in  th e  r e p e r t o ir e  o f  
th e  s to ry  t e l l e r  u n t i l  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  tw e l f t h  c e n tu ry  as w itn essed  
by th e  in c lu s io n  o f  o n ly  two ta le s  on th e  tw e l f t h  c e n tu ry  f i 1 i r e p e r to ir e  
l i s t s .  These two t a l e s ,  "The Wooing o f  A ilb h e "  ( Tochmarc A i l  he) and "The 
Elopement o f  G ra in n e  and D ia rm aid "  ( A ith e d  G ra in n e  re D ia rm a it )  w ere  
thought to  be reg ard ed  as f i 1 i t a le s  as e a r ly  as th e  te n th  c e n tu ry .
Three  more t i t l e s  sometimes l i s t e d  s e p a r a te ly ,  "The Cave o f  H ow th ,"
"F io n n 's  Jo urney to  th e  Cave o f  Dunm ore," and "The Cave o f  Dunm ore," 
are  thought to  be p a r ts  o f  each o th e r  and r e la te d  to  th e  two ta le s  men­
tio n e d  above. The Fionn s to r ie s  a re  c a l le d  c o l le c t iv e ly  F ia n a ig h e a c h t .
One p o in t  o f  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between th e  Red Branch and th e  Fenian  
c y c le s  is  in  th e  lo c a le  o f  th e  s t o r y - t e l l i n g ;  h e ro ic  t a le s  were to ld  p r i ­
m a r i ly  in th e  fo r t r e s s e s  o f  th e  n o b le s ; ta le s  o f  the F ia n n a  were to ld  
p r im a r i ly  by th e  p e a s a n try . For t h is  reaso n , th e  Fionn t a le s  e v o lv e d  a 
b a lla d  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  own about th e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu ry  so th a t  by the  
s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  F ionn was a more pro m in an t c h a ra c te r  th an  C uch u la in  
o r  o th e r  o ld e r  h e ro e s . T h e re fo re , w h ile  C u c h u la in 's  fame was l im ite d  to  
Ir e la n d ,  F ionn and O is in  and Oscar became known in a i l  n a t io n s  touched  
by R o m an tic ism 's  new emphasis on th e  p a s t .  Most p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  
B r i t is h  Is le s  an ab ro g a te d  v e rs io n  o f  th e  Fen ian  c y c le  was known through  
James M acpherson's O s s ia n . Though n o t a t r a n s la t io n  as he c la im ed  but
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an in v e n t io n , th e  names o f  th e  F ian n a  w ere so s k i l l f u l l y  p la c e d  b e fo re  
th e  p u b lic  th a t  c o n s id e ra b le  in t e r e s t  was awakened in  C e l t ic  l i t e r a t u r e .
The Fenian c y c le  Is  s e t in  th e  L e in s te r  and M u n ster a reas  a s so c ia ted  
w ith  Fionn mac U a i l .  The F ia n n a , whose name is  n o t a d e r iv a t iv e  o f  
Fionn bu t o f  th e  G a e lic  word f o r  m u lt i tu d e ,  w ere a k in d  o f  n a t io n a l 
g uard p a r t i a l l y  s u p p o rted  by th e  p e o p le  and p a r t i a l l y  through a r o y a lly  
dispensed  s a l a r y . ^  The main c h a ra c te rs  in c lu d e  F io n n , O is in  h is  son, 
h is  grandson O scar, D erm ot, C a o i l te  mac Ronan, G o ll mac M orna, and 
Conan. The F ianna were reduced by K ing C a ir b r e  in  th e  B a t t le  o f  Gabra 
and on th is  p o in t  a p p ear to  have genu ine h i s t o r i c i t y .  The c y c le ,  how­
e v e r ,  p ic tu re s  O is in  and C a o i l te  l i v in g  on u n t i l  th e  tim e  o f  S t . P a t r ic k  
in  th e  s ix th  c e n tu ry . The Fenian c y c le  is  a ls o  lin k e d  in  ro y a l lin e a g e  
w ith  King Cormac mac A r t ,  a v e r i f i a b l e  k in g  o f  I r e la n d . ^
These s t o r ie s ,  l i k e  o th e r s , were p re s e rv e d  th rough  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  
m on astic  o rd e rs . E le a n o r H u ll p o in ts  o u t in  h er s tu d y  o f  th e  Cuchulain  
t a le s  th e  la c k  o f  en m ity  in  th e  a t t i t u d e  o f  th e  monks tow ards the  o ld  
t a le s .  The monks, c o n tra ry  to  e x p e c ta t io n s , appeared to  w ish  to  p re ­
s e rv e  th e  o ld  ta le s  even to  u t i l i z i n g  w hat v a lu e s  from  them they could  
w ith  t h e i r  own C h r is t ia n  te a c h in g s . Legend reco u n ts  th e  ep isode o f  S t . 
C ia ra n  w r i t in g  down th e  T a in , w h ich  had in a d v e r ta n t ly  been lo s t ,  a t  th e  
tomb o f  Fergus mac Roy. T h ere  a re  Mongan's and O s s ia n 's  c o n versa tio n s  
w ith  S t .  P a t r ic k  and S t .  P a t r ic k 's  summoning o f  C u ch u la in  b e fo re  King 
L a e g a ire , and th e  " c o llo q u y "  betw een S t .  P a t r ic k  and C a o i l t e — a l l  are  
s e t  down w ith o u t any p e jo r a t io n ,  though o f  course w ith  an emphasis on
th e  C h r is t ia n  p o in t  o f  v ie w . E v id e n t ly  th e  monks d e s ire d  to  blend the  
68o ld  and th e  new c u ltu r e s .
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When in th e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu r ie s  m o n astic  re fo rm  caused th e  s h i f t  
o f  a t te n t io n  away from  sa g a s , the custody o f  th e  sagas and o th e r  
a r t ic le s  o f  o ld  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  f e l l  to  th e  r is in g  g re a t  I r is h  fa m i­
l i e s .  M o reo ver, when in  th e  e a r ly  m o n astic  p e r io d  th e re  came a 
co n s id e ra b le  European in f lu e n c e  on th e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  be­
came the  p ro p e r ty  o f  th e  p eo p le  under w hich c o n d it io n s  i t  re v e r te d  to  
a more ind igenous s t r a in  s tra n g e ly  am algam ating what James Carney c a l ls  
" th a t  c u rio u s  s o c ie ty  th a t  was b a rb a r ic ,  a r i s t o c r a t i c ,  c a t t l e - s t e a l in g  
but w hich n e v e r th e le s s  co u ld  show a t  tim es a d e l ic a t e  and p e n e tra t in g  
s e n s i t i v i t y  even in  a g e n e ra l m il ie u  o f  raucousness and bombast. 
T h e re fo re , th e  la t e r  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  is  a c t u a l ly  more " p r im i t iv e "  than  
e a r l i e r  l i t e r a t u r e .  C arney notes f u r t h e r ,  "T h e re  is  a g en era l c r u d ity  
o f  s t y le ,  a s la p s t ic k  humour and an i n s e n s i t i v i t y  to  th e  f in e r  p o in ts  
o f  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n :  th e  elem ents  th a t  tended  to  c o n tro l o r  s o fte n
such fe a tu re s  a re  no lo n g e r so p o te n t ." ^ 0
The Anglo-Norm an in v a s io n  in  1175 ended th e  h igh  k in g s h ip  o f  
Ire la n d  and p r o v in c ia l  k in g s h ip s  as w e l l .  These were re p la c e d  by p e t ty  
lo rd s h ip s ; as a r e s u l t ,  I r e la n d  was drawn c lo s e r  to  m edieval Europe and, 
th e re b y , lo s t  some o f  i t s  un iqueness. The t a le s  b eg in  to  be spawned o r  
m o d ifie d  by th e  Romance in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  C o n tin e n t .  W h ile  the  f o lk t a le s  
con tin u ed  t h e i r  p o p u la r i t y ,  th e  sagas showed th e  heavy in f lu e n c e  o f  Con­
t in e n ta l  modes; th e  Fen ian  c y c le ,  f o r  exam p le , adapted  e a s i ly  to  th e  new 
mode. As K n o tt and Murphy p o in t  o u t ,  "The k in g ly  g ra n d e u r, the  genuine  
p ic tu r e  o f  a n c ie n t  b a rb a ris m  and the  u n ity  o f  s t r u c tu r e  which mark so 
many Old I r i s h  t a le s  d is a p p e a r in th is  p e r io d ,  and a re  re p la c e d  by a le s s  
grand to n e , an u n r e a l is t ic  background, and a d i f f u s e  s tr u c tu r e  c h a r­
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a c te r iz e d  by th e  p i l i n g  o f  in c id e n t  on i n c i d e n t . M u r p h y  n o tes  In  
p a r t ic u la r  th e  d i f fe r e n c e  in  tone between th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  re n d e r ­
in g  o f  th e  "Death  o f  th e  C h ild re n  o f  U isneach  ( Oidheadh C lo in n e  hU isneach) 
w ith  i t s  " u n r e a l is t ic  b e a u ty "  and th e  e ig h th  o r  n in th  c e n tu ry  " E x i le  o f  
th e  Sons o f  U is l iu "  ( Longes Mac n U is le n n ) w ith  i t s  " w a r r io r  r e a l i s m . " ^
By th e  end o f  th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  t a le s  w ere s t i l l  a lm ost w h o lly  
I r i s h ;  by th e  end o f  th e  f i f t e e n t h  c e n tu ry  w ith  th e  autonomy o f  A n g lo -  
Norman lo rd s  in Ir e la n d  and t h e i r  m in g lin g  w ith  G a e lic  a r is t o c r a c y ,  A n g lo -  
Norman in flu e n c e  was s tr o n g ly  a f f e c t in g  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e .  By th e  f i r s t  
p a r t  o f  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e re  was e v id e n c e  o f  c o n s id e ra b le  con­
t in e n t a l  in f lu e n c e .^
The I r is h  Rom antic t a le s  c h a r a c t e r is t ic a l ly  had a p re v a le n c e  o f  
m agic and in c lu d e d  th e  " p i l i n g  up" o f  u n b e lie v a b le  in c id e n ts . In  th ese  
re s p e c ts  they were v e ry  s im i la r  to  wonder ta le s  in f o lk lo r e .  As in  
f o l k l o r e ,  th e  c h a ra c te rs  seemed a mere conven ien ce  fo r  th e  p lo t ;  in  th e  
R om antic t a le s ,  how ever, th e y  w ere b e t t e r  d e f in e d . The Rom antic t a le s  
w ere most p o p u la r in  th e  s ix te e n th  and s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  and w ere  
f r e q u e n t ly  geared to  th e  p e asan t m i l ie u ,  as e v id en ced  by such d e t a i ls  
as th e  anonymous hero  and th e  u n s o p h is tic a te d  background. How ever, 
th e r e  is  an in h e re n t d i f f e r e n c e  between th e  h ero  t a l e  and th e  f o l k t a l e  
o f  th is  p e r io d  in  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  p r o ta g o n is t .  In  the  one th e  u n d is ­
t in g u is h e d  p lo t  is  th e  fo c u s , bu t in  th e  h ero  t a l e  th e  background is  
more w e l l -d e f in e d  to  su p p o rt th e  p o r t r a y a l o f  th e  c h ie f  c h a r a c te r .
Though such was th e  g e n e ra l r u le ,  th e re  w ere  t a le s  b e fo re  th e  s ix te e n th  
and s e ven teen th  c e n tu r ie s  s im i la r  to  th e  I r i s h  Rom antic t a le s  w ith  f e a s t s ,  
m u lt ip le  in c id e n ts , th e  im p o s it io n  o f  ta s k s , jo u rn e y s  a b ro a d , m agic
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is la n d s , and e le m e n ts  o f  th e  f o l k l o r l s t l c  s e t t in g s  as th e  a n c ie n t  saga 
o f  the a d v e n tu re s  o f  A r t ,  son o f  Conn, b e a rs  w itn e s s .
The re a d in g  a lo u d  o f  ta le s  p ro b a b ly  o c c u rre d  no e a r l i e r  th a n  th e  
seventeenth  c e n tu r y ;  th e  f i f t e e n t h  c e n tu ry  s t i l l  w ro te  and used manu­
s c r ip ts  in  c lo s e  touch w ith  the  s t o r y t e l l e r .  K n o tt and Murphy o b ­
serve  th a t  " E a r ly  Modern ta le s  reco rd ed  by such s c r ib e s  seem to  be c lo s e r  
In  form to  t h a t  w h ich  was r e a l ly  t o ld  than  a re  th e  m a n u s c rip t form s  
o f  ta le s  o f  th e  O ld  and M id d le  I r i s h  p e r io d s , when m a n u s c rip ts  w ere  
m erely  m on astic  and s c r ib e s  w ere in te r e s te d  in  th e  h is t o r i c  r a th e r  
than the a e s t h e t ic  v a lu e  o f  the  m a tte r  th e y  re c o rd e d ."  T h e r e fo r e ,  
from  the f i f t e e n t h  c e n tu ry  on m an u scrip ts  were im p o rta n t in  th e  c o n tin u ­
ance o f  th e  I r i s h  s t o r y - t r a d i t i o n .  I t  is  im p o rta n t to  n o te , m oreo ver, 
th a t  "w hether o r a l  o r  l i t e r a r y  in  t h e i r  o r i g i n ,  h ow ever, we may be c e r ­
ta in  th a t  a l l  I r i s h  t a le s  and b a l la d s ,  w ith  th e  few  e x c e p t io n s . . .w ere  
in tended p r im a r i ly  to  be t o ld  o r  ch an ted  r a th e r  th an  to  be r e a d . " ^
The C e lt ic  R e v iv a l
Ir e la n d 's  l a s t  " in v a s io n ,"  th e n , succeeded w here o th e rs  had 
f a i l e d ;  I r i s h  c u l t u r e ,  C e l t i c  c u l t u r e ,  was suppressed in fa v o r  o f  
Anglo-Norman c u l t u r e  w ith  th e  subsequent r e la g a t io n  o f  th e  in d ig en o u s  
l i t e r a t u r e  to  n e a r  o b l iv io n .  Thus by th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  Ir e la n d  
was, fo r  a l l  p r a c t ic a l  p u rp o ses , E n g lis h . As A. E. r a th e r  p o e t ic a l ly  
put i t ,  "We may come to  r e a l i z e  th a t  lo s in g  [ th e ]  D ru id  v is io n  o f  a 
more sh in in g  w o r ld  m in g lin g  w ith  t h i s ,  we have lo s t  th e  v is io n  o f  
th a t  l i f e  in to  th e  lik e n e s s  o f  w hich i t  is  the  t r u e  la b o u r o f  th e  s p i r i t  
to  tra n s fo rm  t h is  l i f e . " ^  Ir e la n d  was s t r u g g lin g  to  m a in ta in  any  
id e n t i ty  a g a in s t  th e  w e11-o rg a n iz e d  in fu s io n  o f  E n g lis h  c u l t u r e  and was
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la b o r in g  a g a in s t  a w id e -s p re a d  p e jo ra t io n  o f  i t s  ind ig en o u s  c u ltu r e  
prom ulgated  o fte n  by i t s  own p e o p le .
In to  t h is  a tm o sp h ere , how ever, in  th e  l a t t e r  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  
th e re  a ro s e  a movement to  be known as th e  C e l t ic  R e v iv a l.  The R e v i­
v a l was e s s e n t ia l ly  the  re n a is s a n c e  o f  G a e lic  w r i t in g s ,  a l l  th e  more 
in t r ig u in g  fo r  h aving  been w r i t t e n  in a language fo r e ig n  to  most scho­
la r s  o f  th e  day. M o re o v e r, t h is  body o f  l i t e r a t u r e  o f fe r e d  som ething  
analogous to  bu t d i f f e r e n t  from  the Greco-Roman in t e r e s t  th a t  had 
g rip p e d  th e  C o n tin e n t and England and had th e  added ad van tag e  o f  be ing  
p e c u l ia r ly  n a t i v e . ^  When j u s t  b e fo re  th e  tu rn  o f  th e  c e n tu ry  Douglas 
Hyde and o th e rs  p u b lis h e d  t r a n s la t io n s  o f  G a e lic  p o e t r y ,  th e  course o f  
I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  was in f lu e n c e d  in two ways— th rough  th e  im portance o f  
G a e lic  "song and s to r y "  and th e  renewed use o f  G a e lic  as a v ia b le  
language. The l a t t e r  was im plem ented as the spearhead  o f  renewed pa­
t r i o t i c  f e r v o r ,  g a in in g  im petus by th e  found ing  In  1893 o f  Douglas H yde 's  
G a e lic  League. As S tephen Gwynn e x p la in s  o f  Hyde, " F ix e d  in  h is  mind 
was th e  b e l i e f  th a t  a n a t io n  w ith o u t a d is t in c t iv e  language was l ik e
an army w ith o u t  u n ifo rm : even m ore, th a t  w ith o u t a d is t in c t iv e  la n -
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guage th e re  could  be no d is t in c t iv e  n a t io n a l e x is te n c e ."  The r e ­
c o u n tin g  o f  e f f o r t s  to  c o n v e r t a l l  Ire la n d  to  th e  speech o f  i t s  f o r e ­
fa th e rs  is  a s to ry  to  be t o ld  e ls e w h e re ; how ever, one u n fo r tu a n te  
r e s u lt  o f  th e  language o r ie n t a t io n  was an o verw een in g , fo rm u la ic  jin g o is m  
th a t  began to  perm eate  th e  w r i t in g  o f  th e  e r a .  T y p ic a l a re  w r it in g s  
such as th o se found in  th e  s e r ie s  o f  essays by C h a rle s  D u f fy ,  George 
S ig e rs o n , and Douglas Hyde. In  t h e i r  The R e v iv a l o f  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  
D u ffy 's  essay "What Irish m en  May Do fo r  I r is h  L i t e r a t u r e "  is  the k in d
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o f  p a t r i o t i c  w r i t in g  so p o p u la r ly  Id e n t i f ie d  w ith  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  in
g e n e ra l. M o reo ver, as ev id e n c e d  by h is  essay th e  term s C e lt ic  and
I r is h  e rro n e o u s ly  came to  be used In te rc h a n g e a b ly . Though h is p le a  f o r
modern volumes w r i t t e n  in  G a e lic  was in ten d ed  to  o f f s e t  th e  p a u c ity
o f  in fo rm a tio n  th e  I r is h  knew o f  t h e i r  own n a t io n ,  th e  lim ite d  audience
f o r  G a e lic  w r i t in g s  seemed a u to m a t ic a lly  to  doom I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  to  
79e s o te r ic a .  The re a l im p o rt o f  th e  C e l t ic  R e v iv a l was in the use o f  
C e l t ic  legends and m o t ifs .  The p o e try  o f  Moore and o f  Ferguson was 
among th e  e a r l i e s t  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th is  p e r io d  to  im plem ent C e lt ic  themes. 
The p u b lic a t io n  in  1889 o f  Y e a ts ' "The W anderings o f  O is in "  p o p u la rize d  
th e  use o f  C e l t i c  m a te r ia l .  W hether o r  n o t ,  as has been suggested ^ h e  
R e v iv a l p ro p e r "began" w ith  Y e a ts ,  i t  c e r t a in ly  re c e iv e d  i t s  impetus 
from  him . H is  re n d e rin g s  o f  C e l t i c  themes w ere h e ra ld e d  no t only in  
I r e la n d ,  but th ro u g h o u t th e  l i t e r a r y  w o r ld , a p o p u la r i ty  th a t  made c e r ­
t a in  asp e c ts  o f  C e l t ic  c u l tu r e  as f a m i l i a r  as Greco-Roman ones. W ith  
Y eats  I r i s h  th in g s  suddenly became p e r f e c t ly  re s p e c ta b le  s u b je c ts .
T h ere  then accrued a group o f  I r i s h  w r i t e r s ,  most o f  whom d id  not read  
o r  speak G a e lic  bu t were a b le ,  n e v e r th e le s s , to  im plem ent G a e lic  
themes and moods in to  t h e i r  w r i t in g s ,  w r i t in g s  good enough to  catch  th e  
a t t e n t io n  o f  th e  w o rld  o u ts id e  I r e la n d .  The c o t e r ie  was composed o f  
th re e  c i r c le s  w hich to g e th e r  made up th e  co re  o f  th e  I r is h  Academy. In  
th e  c e n te r  were Y e a ts , A. E . , Synge, Lady G re g o ry , George Moore, Edward 
M a rty n , and Douglas Hyde. In  th e  "second c i r c le "  w ere  P ad ra ic  Colum, 
James S tep h en s , John E g lin to n  (W il l ia m  K ir k p a t r ic k  M agee), Lord Dusany, 
Stephen MacKenna, and O l iv e r  S t .  John G o g arty . On th e  t h i r d  le v e l were  
Lennox R ob inson , Stephen Gwynn, Denis Gwynn, L . A . S tro n g , S t. John E r -  
v in e ,  E. A . Boyd, Frank O 'C o n n o r, Susan M i t c h e l l ,  D a n ie l C orkery , D a r r e l l
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F ig g is ,  A. E. H alo n e. The a s s o c ia t io n  la s te d  from  th e  re c o g n iz a b le  
imm ediate beginnings o f  th e  R e v iv a l in  th e  1 8 9 0 's  to  a b o u t th e  m idd le  
o f  the  1 9 2 0 's , though th e  R e v iv a l i t s e l f  c o n tin u e d  u n t i l  ab o u t the  
19 i*0 's . Most o f  th e s e  w r i t e r s  came to  t r e a t  th e  I r i s h  myths in  one 
form  o r  an o th e r.
The I r is h  in te r e s t  in  f o lk lo r e  and myth was lin k e d  to  th e  gen­
e r a l  European Romantic movement w ith  i t s  in t e r e s t  in a n t iq u i t i e s  and 
th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l. But u n lik e  E n g lis h  and C o n tin e n ta l Rom antic l i t e r a ­
tu re  which borrowed i t s  myths from  th e  Greco-Roman c u l t u r e ,  I r i s h  
l i t e r a t u r e  tended to  use i t s  own m ythology. Hence, because th e  myth 
was in d igenous, th e  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  ga in ed  a " p e c u l ia r  in t e n s i t y .  
A ccording to  A u stin  C la r k e , a n o th e r d i f fe r e n c e  s e p a ra t in g  I r i s h  and 
E n g lis h  p o e tic  t r a d i t io n  was th e  I r is h  " m in g lin g  o f  land scap e  and
lo r e .  . . .to p o g ra p h ic a l e x c ite m e n t. . . th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  a new emo- 
81t io n a l  e x p e r ie n c e ."  The a s s o c ia t io n  o f  t a le s  w ith  p la c e  and th e  
" to p o g ra p h ic a l e x c ite m e n t"  w ere no doubt p a r t  o f  th e  same a n c ie n t  
I r is h  c u ltu r a l  s y n th e s is  th a t  produced th a t  la rg e  body o f  a n c ie n t  
p la c e - lo r e — the D innshenchas. The p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  unusual p s y c h ic a l 
m o tifs  were a m p lif ie d  by th e  new s t r a in s  o f  o c c u l t i s t  b e l ie f s  which  
w ere them selves grounded in  C e l t i c  d o c tr in e s  o f  r e b i r t h  and th e  
O th erw o rld .
Much o f  the  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  p re s e n t-d a y  Ir e la n d  tends to  use m yths, 
i f  i t  uses them a t  a l l ,  as m e re ly  r e f e r e n t ia l  m a t e r ia l .  But th e  use 
o f  myth in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  C e l t ic  Renaissance evoked a p u r i ty  
and a p ro fu n d ity  born o f  th e  h is t o r ic a l  and p s y c h ic a l a s s o c ia t io n s  o f  
th e  ta le s .  No lo n g e r s im p ly  "obscure co u n try  b e l ie f s  and s u p e r s t i t io n s ,"
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
35
th e  myths w e re , th e n , a v e h ic le  f o r  t r a n s l i t e r a t i n g  th e  essence o f  
I r is h  m y s tic is m . Whereas in  England even as e a r ly  as Shakespeare and 
S ig n ey , f a i r y  f o lk  w ere m ere ly  b i t s  o f  im a g in a t iv e  fa n c y , in  Ire la n d  
they co n tin u e d  w e ll  in to  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  to  be i f  not l i t e r a l  
n a tu ra l fo rc e s  then m ajo r c u ltu r a l  sym bols , re s to re d  to  fo rm er g lo ry  
by th e  w r i t e r s  o f  th e  C e l t ic  re s u rg e n c e . As A u s tin  C la rk e  p o in ts  o u t ,  
" In  b ro o d in g  o v e r o u r s u rv iv in g  f a i r y  lo r e ,  th e s e  new I r is h  poets  
brought back im a g in a t iv e  fe e l in g  to  a theme th a t  had come to  be r e ­
garded as m e re ly  p la y f u l .  They had d is c o v e re d , f o r  good o r  bad, th e  
82
peop le  o f  th e  S id h e ."  But h e re in  la y  a p ro b lem . What began as an
i d e a l i s t i c  e f f o r t  to  r e v i t a l i z e  I r i s h  c u l t u r e  became transm uted in to
tr a n s ie n t  l i t e r a r y  fa s h io n . The id e a lis m  o f  th e  C e l t ic  R enaissance
became to  some m e re ly  a cause c ^ le b re  o r  worse a new c o lo ra t io n  f o r
o ld  them es. The C e l t i c  R enaissance was n e a r ly  e n g u lfe d  by th e  C e l t ic
T w i l ig h t ,  an in t r o v e r te d  sub-movement t h a t  c a p i t a l iz e d  on saga m o tifs
and in fu s e d  i t s  w r i t in g  w ith  p s e u d o -C e lt ic  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s .  C la rk e
e x p la in s  th e  pro b lem : "As a l i t e r a r y  p h ase , a p a ss in g  e x p e r ie n c e ,
th e  t w i l i g h t  mood was f a s t  becoming a vogue, so th a t  soon a l l  th a t  is
vague, w is t f u l  and dream fu l was assumed to  be c h a r a c t e r is t ic  o f  th e  
83
C e l t ic  ra c e  h e re  and e ls e w h e re ."  F u rth e rm o re , th e  languor so Im p lie d  
was in  p e r f e c t  accord  w ith  th e  new mode o f  e n n u i , th e  p o p u la r h a llm a rk  
o f  th e  s e n s a t io n a l is t  "d e cad en ce ,"  th e  l i t e r a r y  mode th a t  had cap tu re d  
th e  im a g in a tio n  o f  th e  c u rre n t  B r i t i s h  and C o n tin e n ta l w r i t e r s .  F o r­
tu n a te ly  s h o r t - l i v e d ,  th e  C e l t ic  T w i l ig h t  d id  s e rv e , how ever, to  fu r t h e r  
p o p u la r iz e  th in g s  I r i s h ,  and h a p p ily  i t s  more d e tr im e n ta l e f fe c ts  were  
q u ic k ly  outgrow n by th e  b e t t e r  w r i t e r s .
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The Myths— D e f in i t io n  and E v o lu tio n  and th e  H e ro ic  Id e a l
The v e h ic le  f o r  C e l t i c  themes was in  I r e la n d ,  as in  o th e r  n a t io n s ,  
th e  o ra l t r a d i t io n  In  w hich o r ig in a te d  th e  indigenous s to r ie s  o r  sag as . 
The q u estio n  im m e d ia te ly  a r is e s ,  o f  c o u rs e , how much o f  th e s e  s to r ie s  
is  myth and how much f a c t .  A k n o tty  p rob lem  a t  b es t due to  th e  p a u c ity  
o f  w r i t te n  records o f  th ese  v e ry  e a r l i e s t  t im e s , t h is  d i f f i c u l t y  does 
n ot p re v e n t th e  sagas from  p ro v id in g  s e v e ra l ve ry  im p o rta n t fu n c t io n s  
as regards c r e d i b i l i t y .  By f in d in g  th e  leg en d ary  Troy H e in r ic h  S c h l ie -  
mann proved th a t  a n c ie n t  t a le s  can have fo u n d a tio n  in  f a c t .  L ik e w is e , 
e x te rn a l e v id en ce  in  a rc h a e lo g ic a l f in d s  and l in g u is t ic  in te r n a l  e v i ­
dence suggest th e  g e n e ra l t r u t h  o f  the  saga accounts o f  l i f e  in  th e  
la te  Bronze and e a r ly  Iro n  A ges, p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  v e r a c i ty  o f  accounts  
o f  customs, d re s s , housing and war and i t s  accou trem en ts .
T h e o rie s  o f  t h e i r  a u th o rs h ip  a re  a ls o  p e r t in e n t  to  t h e i r  h is t o ­
r i c i t y .  Though A. E. suggests th a t  th e  " s tra n g e  s im i l i t u d e  [ t h a t ]  
u n ite s  a l l  th e  c h a ra c te rs "  im p lie s  a c e n t r a l  au th o r f o r  th e  s ag as , 
me t  s c h o la rs  see a more d iv e r s i f i e d  o r ig in  fo r  th e  t a le s .  Sean 
O 'F a o la in  d iscusses th e  whole q u e s tio n  o f  th e  t a le s '  b e ing  th e  com­
p o s ite s  o f  an e p ic .  P ro p er e p ic s  a re  " t a le s  from  w hich th e  u l t im a te  
emergence was t h e i r  human d ig n ity  r a th e r  than  th e  a d v e n t it io u s  d ig ­
n i t y  o f  s e m i-d iv in i ty  o r  s e m i - h i s t o r i c i t y . M o r e o v e r ,  he m a in ta in s  
th a t  a t ru e  e p ic  is  p ro g re s s  tow ards " in t e l l e c t u a l  freedom " To hu­
m anize gods in to  human heroes th a t  a re  b e lie v a b le  is  movement tow ard  
th is  in t e l l e c t u a l  freedom . But to  super-im p o se  s u p e rn a tu ra l deeds o r  
f i c t i v e  c la im s  to  h is to r y  is  to  go back from  in t e l l e c t u a l  freedom . The 
T a in , he m a in ta in s , is  e p ic  m a te r ia l  r e q u ir in g  th e  o r g a n iz a t io n a l powers
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o f  a Hom eric genius.® ^ I t  must be p o in te d  o u t t h a t , c o n tra ry  to  A. E. 
and O 'F a o la ln  most c r i t i c s  propose m u lt ip le  a u th o rs h ip  f o r  these ta le s .  
M o reo ver, w ith  re fe re n c e  to  th e  m y th o lo g ic a l ta le s  o f  th e  Greeks as 
exam ple , one can s c a rc e ly  e q u a te  fu n c t io n a l s u p e rn a tu ra l ism w lth  I n t e l ­
le c tu a l  s t u l t i f i c a t i o n .  On th e  c o n tr a r y ,  s u p e rn a tu ra l!s m  is  a n a tu ra l  
a d ju n c t o f  human im a g in a tio n  and c u r io s i t y ,  two o f  th e  p rim a ry  to o ls  o f  
in t e l l e c t u a l  in q u iry .  But th e  issu e  ra is e d  h e re  c o n cern in g  th e  c re ­
d i b i l i t y  o f  the  legendary  f ig u r e s  must be g iv e n  some a t t e n t io n  in  o rd e r to  
e x p la in  what a r e : v e ry o f te n  r e a l i s t i c ,  h u m a n is tic  d e t a i ls  o f  ch a ra c ­
t e r i z a t i o n ,  th e  tre a tm e n t th a t  becomes a h a llm a rk  o f  S tep h en s ' re d a c tio n s .
The q u e s tio n  o f  v a l i d i t y  ra is e s  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  e u h e m e riza tio n  in  
the  sagas. Though t e c h n ic a l ly  e u h e m e riza tio n  is  th e  d e i f ic a t io n  o f  human 
b e in g s , s c h o la rs  in I r is h  l i t e r a t u r e  ten d  to  argue th e  process both  
ways in c lu d in g  in  th e  term  th e  hum anizing o f  d e i t ie s .® ^  D i f f e r e n t  
s c h o la rs  have d i f f e r e n t  th e o r ie s  concern in g  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  
in  th e  sag as , p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  e a r l i e r  ones. One v iew  is  th a t  these  
c h a ra c te rs  a re  members o f  th e  I r i s h  pan th eo n , an e x tre m e ly  lo o s e , r a th e r  
unformed group , composed in  la r g e  measure o f  p e r s o n if ie d  m a n ife s ta tio n s  
o f  n a tu re ;  in  th is  resp ect th e  s to r ie s  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  r e l ig io u s .  O thers  
ho ld  th a t  th ese  c h a ra c te rs  a re  h is t o r ic a l  f ig u re s  whose e x p lo i ts  have 
become m yth o lo g ized  through th e  passage o f  tim e  and human im a g in a tio n .
S t i l l  o th e rs  see them as gods who a re  b e ing  term ed human to  d es tro y  
w h atever r e l ig io u s  s ig n if ic a n c e  th e y  m ight have. W ith  regards to  th is  
l a t t e r  th e o ry , the  e u h e m e riza tio n  process becomes a t t r ib u t a b le  to  
C h r is t ia n i t y 's  d e s ire  to  stamp o u t pagan b e l ie f s ;  such i s ,  o f  co u rse , 
a v e ry  re a l p o s s ib i l i t y .  Y e t th e  m o d if ic a t io n  w orked both  ways as the
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I r is h  made up legends about C h r is t ia n  f ig u r e s  such as S t .  P a t r ic k  as 
they  once d id  about C u ch u la in  and F io n n .
I r is h  saga tra c e s  th e  o r ig in  o f  heroes back to  th e  legendary  
Tuatha De Danann; s c h o la r ly  th e o r ie s  as to  th e  e x a c t n a tu re  o f  these  
p eop le  range from  the concept th a t  th e y  a re  I r is h  gods and goddesses 
to  th e  idea th a t  they a re  an a c tu a l ra c e  o f  e a r ly  in h a b ita n ts  whose 
e x p lo i ts  have become m y th o lo g ize d . W hatever t h e i r  o r ig in ,  th e y  have 
become in much Ir is h  l i t e r a t u r e  transm uted  in to  th e  S id h e , th e  s p ec ia l 
f a i r y  f o lk  o f  Ire la n d  who co u ld  be as m a le v o le n t as th ey  were b e a u t i fu l .  
But i t  is  th e  h e ro ic  c h a ra c te rs  them selves whose n a tu re  Is  most a v id ly  
q u e s tio n e d . E le a n o r H u l l ,  f o r  exam ple , q u ite  d o g m a tic a lly  c la im s  th a t  
the personages in  the saga a re  no t h i s t o r i c a l ,  r a th e r  th a t  th e  h e ro ic  
f ig u r e s ,  scope, and purpose a re  m y th o lo g ic a l, " th e  o f fs p r in g  o f  p o e tic  
im a g in a t io n ,"  w ith  o n ly  some con n ectio n  to  h is to r y  by th e  occas io n a l 
m ention o r  appearance o f  an a c tu a l h is t o r ic a l  f ig u r e .  In h e r d e ta ile d  
study o f  th e  C uchulain  t a le s  she concludes th a t  C u c h u la in , th e  most 
famous o f  th e  I r is h  h e ro e s , is  a r e in c a r n a t io n , an a v a ta r  o f  Lugh, the 
I r is h  sun god. Though S u a lta c h  is  s a id  to  be h is  e a r t h ly  f a t h e r ,  th ere  
is  ample e v id en ce  e ls e w h e re , she p o in ts  o u t ,  o f  a d iv in e  p a te r n i ty  in  
h is  s u p e rn a tu ra l a t t r ib u t e s .  As th e  c h i ld  S e ta n ta , C uchu la in  is  p re ­
c o c io u s ly  s tro n g  and courageous, e v id e n t ly  endowed from  b i r t h  w ith  
superhuman pow ers. In th e  g r ip s  o f  h is  " b a t t le  f r e n z y ,"  fo r  in s ta n c e , 
h is  head fa ces  backwards, h is  body fo rw a rd s , h is  eyes shoot from  the  
s o c k e ts , a smoking geyser o f  b lood spouts from  th e  top o f  h is  head, and
h is  w hole body Is  s w e lle d  in  a paroxysm o f  rag e . H u ll a ls o  no tes  th a t
87the o th e r  Red Branch heroes c la im  to  be th e  descendents o f  gods. In
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h e r research  H u ll does d e te rm in e  h is t o r ic a l  e v id e n c e  f o r  c e r ta in  c h a r­
a c te rs  in  t h is  saga: C o n a ire , who is  c i t e d  as a f r ie n d  o f  C u c h u la in ,
F a d ilu a  Fa th ach , Congal C la r iu g n e c h , and most p a r t ic u la r ly  M aeve,
Queen o f  Connacht and th e  d a u g h te r o f  Euchaid F e id le a c h . A ccord ing  to  
H u l l ,  Maeve was m a rr ie d  th re e  t im e s , once to  Conachur, and once to  two 
d i f f e r e n t  A i l  i l l s ,  one a p r in c e  o f  Connacht. She became transm uted in to
th e  Queen o f  th e  S id h e , and was p ro b a b ly  th e  Queen Mab o f  E n g lis h  l i t -  
88e r a tu r e . Some c r i t i c s  c la im  t h a t  Maeve was th e  goddess p e r s o n if ic a t io n  
o f  the  s ta te  to  whom th e  k in g  was "wed "  on th e  b a s is  o f  such p o in ts  
as th a t  h er name r e fe r s  to  th e  mead d runk a t  such " n u p t ia ls "  and th a t  
h e r reputed  prom iscuousness was p a r t  o f  h e r a t t r ib u t e s  as a f e r t i l i t y  
f ig u r e .  G erard  Murphy suggests  th e  m y th o lo g ic a l o r ig in  o f  Fionn by 
c i t in g  the  fo llo w in g  a rgum ents: f i r s t ,  in  the  t a le s  o f  Fionn th e re
are  s e v e ra l in c id en ces  o f  p a r a l le ls  in  n o m e n c la tu re . Fionn means th e  
F a ir  One, th e  same meaning as th e  god Lugh 's name. As Lugh f ig h ts  
B a la r ,  th e  one-eyed  g ia n t  whose eye burned up w h a te v e r i t  looked o n , 
so Fionn b a t t le s  Aodh ( F i r e )  nicknamed G o l1 , th e  o n e -e y e d . He con­
tin u e s  by n o tin g  th e  p re v a le n c e  o f  p la c e  names th ro u g h o u t th e  C e l t ic  
w o rld  d e r iv a t iv e  o f  both  Lugh and F ionn and a t  tim es d e r iv a t iv e  o f  
b o th .85
W ith  th e  s p e c u la tio n  co n c e rn in g  th e  m y th o lo g ic a l o r ig in s  o f  th e  
I r is h  sagas .th e r e  rem ains c e r t a in  d e te rm in a t io n  th a t  th e  sagas have an 
h is t o r ic a l  o r ig in .  Forem ost among th e  s c h o la rs  o f  such persu as io n  is  
H. M. Chadwick who contends th a t  th e  h is t o r ic a l  tra p p in g s  o f  a t a le  
may augment th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  t h a t  th e  c h a ra c te rs  o f  such a s to ry  a re  a ls o  
r e a l ,  th a t  i f  th e re  w ere a l i t e r a t u r e  o f  h e ro ic  them es, then a h is -
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t o r ic a l  h e ro ic  age would have spawned I t .  Chadw ick's monumental work In  
The H e ro ic  Age and In  The Growth o f  L i t e r a t u r e  o f fe r s  e la b o r a te  p ro o f o f  
both fa c tu a l  and In t e r p r e t a t iv e  n a tu r e . Though no t o f f e r in g  c o n c lu s iv e  
e v id e n c e , o f  c o u rs e , th a t  th e  h e ro ic  f ig u r e s  o f  th ese  ta le s  a c t u a l ly  
e x is te d ,  th ese  s tu d ie s  do make d e n ia l o f  such Idea much more d i f f i c u l t .  
There e x is ts  no c o n c lu s iv e  p ro o f to  su p p o rt e i t h e r  s id e  o f  th e  c o n tro ­
v e rs y . I t  is  as p o s s ib le  th a t  th e s e  f ig u r e s  began as human be in g s  w ith  
s u p e r io r  g i f t s  as th e y  began as gods o r  as p roducts  o f  th e  human im a g i­
n a t io n . Murphy suggests  th a t  th e  s id e  o f  th e  q u e s tio n  chosen is  re la te d  
to  the  purpose o f  th e  s c h o la r :  " M y th o lo g ls ts ,  t h e r e fo r e ,  may w e ll
p r e fe r .  . . t o  in s is t  on th e  m y th o lo g ic a l as p e c t o f  th e  H e ro ic  c y c le .
The s tu d e n t o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  on th e  o th e r  hand, w i l l  p r e f e r .  . . t o  in s is t
on the  r e a l i s t i c  human tre a tm e n t o f  i t s  c h a ra c te rs  and th e  g e n e ra l
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h i s t o r i c i t y  o f  th e  background a g a in s t  w hich th e y  a re  d e p ic te d ."
I t  is  th e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o f  c o u rs e , th a t  is  o f  concern h e re . Though 
th e  form  o f  I r i s h  h e ro ic  l i t e r a t u r e  may v a ry  from  p o e try  o f  th e  q u a l i t y  
found in  th e  11ia d  to  prose ornam ented w ith  th e  speech p o e try  and rh e ­
t o r ic  o f  th e  T a in , th e  h e ro ic  sagas have s e v e ra l n o ta b le  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s .  
They p ro v id e  an a r i s t o c r a t i c  w o rld  v ie w ; th e y  re c o g n ize  l o y a l t y ,  prow ess, 
and in t e g r i t y  o f  word as v ir t u e s ;  b o a s t in g , i f  i t  can be f u l f i l l e d ,  is  
a c c e p ta b le ; id e a lis m  is  b lended w ith  re a lis m ;  a human becomes a hero  be­
cause o f  h is  " c h a r a c te r  and a c t io n :  r a th e r  than th rough a c c id e n t  o r  
m agic; th e  gods a re  p o rtra y e d  as in s c r u ta b le  but "n e c e s s a ry " ; w ar is  
conceived  as th e  " p ro fe s s io n  o f  p r in c e s "  u s u a lly  w ith o u t  in t r ig u e  and 
shaped by nob lesse  o b i ig e , i t  is  s t r a ig h t - fo r w a r d  and decided  by th e  
personal b ra v e ry  o f  th e  le a d e rs . T h e ir  purpose is  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e
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q u a l i t ie s  o f  th e  In d iv id u a l  hero  p u t to  th e  t e s t ;  h e re in  he must e x h ib i t
such h e ro ic  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  as lo y a l t y ,  in t e g r i t y ,  fe a r le s s n e s s  a g a in s t
91overwhelm ing odds, q u ic k  and courageous r e a c t io n  to  d an g er.
The tone o f  th e  sagas is  t h a t  o f  th e  g en era l n o b i l i t y  o f  i t s
heroes. E le a n o r H u ll comments, f o r  e x a m p le , on the  la c k  o f  "grossness
o f  speech" o r  " lic e n t io u s n e s s  o f  th o u g h t"  in  th e  sagas. They have a
"g en era l p u r i t y  o f  . . . to n e  and la n g u a g e ."  I t  is  t ru e  t h a t  c e r ta in
p ra c t ic e s , even n o ta t io n s ,  seem " b le m is h e s "  bu t these " a r is e  o u t o f
c e r ta in  p r im i t iv e  h a b its  and c e r ta in  t r i b a l  re g u la tio n s  t h a t ,  though
r e p e lle n t  to  modern id e a s , w ere n o t so in  th e  age in  w hich th e y  a ro s e ,
o r  o u t o f  a tte m p ts  to  e x p la in  th e  g r e a t  m y s te rie s  o f  l i f e  and change
and renewal b e fo re  w h ich  th e  savage mind has always bowed in  in s t in c t iv e
awe; o r  o u t o f  a s im p le r  and more n a t u r a l i s t i c  mode o f  e x p re s s io n  than  
92modern ta s te  a l lo w s ."  The sagas a r e  p o in te d ly  la c k in g  in  humorous hy­
p e rb o le  o r  "g ro te s q u e  b u ffo o n e ry ,"  a t  le a s t  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  th e  Red 
Branch c y c le ,  though th e re  is  some in s ta n c e  in  the l a t e r  F en ian  t a le s .
But th e  h e ro ic  t a le s  do c o n ta in  humor e x is t in g  in th e  w i t t y  exchanges  
between c h a ra c te rs  and l ig h t e r  in c id e n ts  and In v e n tio n s  w h ich  r e l ie v e  
the w e ig h tin e s s  o f  th e  e p ic .  Humor m ig h t a ls o  appear in  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  
the m acabre; C u ch u la in  d y in g  is  made to  laugh by a raven w h ic h , s to o p in g  
to  d r in k  th e  d y in g  h e ro 's  b lo o d ,is  caught in  th e  wound. T h is  tendency  
to  be unmoved by o n e 's  own p l ig h t  is  t y p ic a l  o f  p r im i t iv e  h e ro is m , and 
the la u g h te r  Is  an earm ark  o f  th e  p e c u l ia r  C e lt ic  a b i l i t y  to  laugh both  
a t  danger and th e  g ro te s q u e . One o f  th e  most in ten se  re a c t io n s  a g a in s t  
h e ro ic  l i t e r a t u r e  is  o p p o s it io n  to  i t s  "b arb arism " and c e r t a in ly  in  th e  
l i t e r a t u r e  o f  e a r ly  I r e la n d ,  as in  th e  g ra p h ic  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  A n g lo -
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Saxon l i t e r a t u r e ,  b r u t a l i t y  Is  t r e a te d  In  a s tra n g e ly  casu al manner.
The I r is h  sagas, how ever, seldom i l l u s t r a t e  b r u t a l i t y  f o r  i t s  sake 
a lo n e  but p re s e n t i t  s im ply  as an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f  th e  re a lis m  o f th e  
c o n d itio n s  p o rtra y e d  as w e ll as to  h e ig h te n  th e  h e ro ic  q u a l i t ie s  o f  
th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  who m ight s t i l l  r e ta in  a d m ira b le  t r a i t s  In  th e  face  
o f  s la u g h te r  and rampage. As H u ll o b s e rv e s , b a rb a ris m  d id  no t mean a 
"correspond ing  b a r b a r i ty  o f  th o u g h t."  R a th e r , th e re  a re  contin u a l 
in stances o f  honor and c h iv a lr y  e x h ib ite d  in  th e  t a le s :  "The heroes
a re  always g en tlem en , t h e i r  appeal is  to  n o b le  m o tiv e s ; t h e i r  c h i­
v a lro u s  g e n e ro s ity  to  t h e i r  enemies is  o n ly  e q u a lle d  by t h e i r  devo- 
93t io n  to  t h e i r  f r ie n d s ."  The combat between C u ch u la in  and Ferdia  
i l lu s t r a t e s  th is  g e n e ro s ity  c a r r ie d  to  an " e x t r a o r d in a r y "  le v e l .  Y et  
w ith  a l l  these id e a l i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s  th e  saga heroes r e ta in  a humanness, 
a casualness re m in is c e n t o f  th e  g u ile le s s n e s s  o f  c h ild h o o d .
N o tab le  in  th e  sagas is  th e  lo ve  e le m e n t, the  te n d e r  re la t io n s h ip s  
o f  w hich th e  c h a ra c te rs  a re  c a p a b le . These lo v e  s t o r ie s ,  some o f th e  
o ld e s t  in Europe, i l l u s t r a t e  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  C e l t ic  woman not as the  
looming women o f  Scandanavia nor th e  f r a g i l e  women o f  some European s to ­
r ie s ;  r a th e r  th ey  a re  in  t h e i r  own r ig h t  both  h e ro ic  and g e n t le ,  com­
b in in g  fe m in in i ty  w ith  s te e ly  commitment to  purpose and possessing th e  
c o n s t itu t io n  to  w ie ld  c o n s id e ra b le  in f lu e n c e .
The Ir is h  h e ro ic  id e a l ,  th e n , in A. E . 's  term s is  p la in ly  divorced  
from  th e  m ere ly  " g ig a n t ic ."  The " g ig a n t ic "  is  th a t  p re s e n t in  the 
s to r ie s  as fa n ta s y  o r  "e x tra v a g a n c e "  which shou ld  no t be m istaken fo r  
heroism ; f o r  exam ple , in  C u c h u la in 's  b a t t l e  f u r y ,  he is  n o t h e ro ic , 
but when he is  moved a t  th e  death  o f  F e r d ia ,  he is ,  f o r  hero ism  " is
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94a q u a l i t y  o f  th e  soul and n o t o f  th e  body."  O b v io u s ly  A. E. Is  In ­
s is t in g ,  a lb e i t  In  s e n tim e n ta l te rm s , th a t  th e  h ero  has a grandeur o f  
s o u l, not m ere ly  expanded human a t t r ib u t e s .  He is  la r g e r  than  the  
c o n te x t o f  h is  s to ry  and is  th e  embodiment o f  h is  n a t io n 's  c u ltu r a l  iden­
t i t y  as w e ll as an e n t i t y  in h im s e lf .  I t  Is  in t h is  q u a l i t y  o f  h e ro ic  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e n , th a t  " th e  n o b le r  in flu e n c e s  o f  a r t  a r i s e ,  no t because
heroes a re  th e  them e, bu t because o f  noble tre a tm e n t and th e  in t u i t io n
95which p e rc e iv e s  th e  i n f l e x i b l e  w ork ing  out o f  g re a t  m oral la w s ."
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CHAPTER ONE— FOOTNOTES
T . G. E. P o w e ll, The C e lts  (New Y o rk : F re d e r ic k  A. P ra e g e r,
1 9 5 8 ), p . 18. M yles D i l lo n  and Nora Chadwick in  th e  i n i t i a l  c h a p te r  
o f  The C e l t i c  Realms p o in t  o u t th a t  th e  te rm  " C e lt "  may be a cognate  
o f  th e  G o th ic  te rm  h i l d j a  meaning " to  f ig h t "  and th ey  c i t e  S tra b o 's  
d is t in c t io n  o f  th e  te rm  f o r  the  In h a b ita n ts  o f  Gaul l i v in g  above 
M a r s e il le s  as opposed to  those f a r t h e r  n o r th  who term  them selves  
G a la ta e . C aesar w r i te s  a ls o  th a t  th e  in h a b ita n ts  o f  Gaul c a l le d  them­
s e lv e s  C e lta e .
2 v iz .  T . F . O 'R a h i l ly ,  E a r ly  I r i s h  H is to r y  and M ytho logy (D u b lin :  
The D u b lin  I n s t i t u t e  fo r  Advanced S tu d ie s , 1 9 5 7 ).
^ In  h e r  w ork on th e  C uchu la in  saga E le a n o r H u ll p o in ts  o u t th e  
co n nection  between th e  c e le b ra te d  I r i s h  e p ic  th e  T a in  Bo C u ilg n e  and 
In d ia n  m yth o lo g y . The T a in  c e n te rs  on th e  r a id  le d  by Queen Maeve 
a g a in s t U ls t e r  to  o b ta in  the  Donn b u ll  to  m atch h e r own F innbennach.
T here b u l ls ,  a c c o rd in g  to  Ms. H u l l ,  b ear a s t r ik in g  resem blance to  the  
com posite In d ia n  b u l l  In d ra , and as in  th e  In d ia n  m yths, she suggests  
th a t  the s t r u g g le  im m o rta lize d  in  th e  T i i n  is  a c t u a l ly  th e  m y th o lo g ic a l 
c o n f l ic t  between day and n ig h t .  D i l lo n  and Chadwick in  The H e ro ic  Age 
a ls o  o f f e r  a b r i e f  b u t in te r e s t in g  d is c u s s io n  o f  le g a l s im i l a r i t i e s  
between I r i s h  and In d ia n  c u ltu r e s .
^ E lean o r H u l l ,  e d . , The C uchu la in  Saga in  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  (London:
David N u t t ,  I 8 9 8 ) ,  pp . I x v i i - l x v i i i . Such a th e o ry , p la u s ib le  as i t  may 
seem,does n o t e x p la in  c e r ta in  e x c e p tio n s . For exam ple , on t h is  th e o ry  
H u ll bases h e r c o n c lu s io n  th a t  due to  h is  p a r t ic u la r  a t t r ib u t e s  Cuchu­
la in  was a sun god. But even g ra n t in g  t h a t  h is  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  a re  
g o d - l ik e ,  th e  q u e s tio n  remains why was he n o t w orsh ip p ed .
■’P a d ra ic  P e a rs e , Three  L ec tu res  on G a e lic  Top ics  (D u b lin :  M. H.
G i l l ,  1 8 9 8 ), p . 35 .
^ E le a n o r K n o tt and G erard Murphy, E a r ly  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  (London:
R outledge and Kegan P a u l, 1 9 6 6 ), p . 2 .
^Gerard M urphy, Saga and Myth in  A n c ie n t I r e la n d  (D u b lin :  Coim 
0 Lochia in n , 1 9 5 5 ) ,  p T W .
O
The Book o f  In v a s io n s , one o f  th e  a n n a ls  o f  p o p u la r bu t q u e s tio n ­
a b le  a c c u ra c y , l i s t s  f i v e  o r  s ix  in v a s io n s — (by C e s a ir ) ,  by P a r th o lo n ,  
by Nemed, by th e  F i r  B o lg , by th e  Tuatha De Danann, and by th e  C h ild re n  
o f  M i l .  Perhaps more h is t o r i c a l l y  v e r i f i a b l e  is  a l i s t  proposed by T . F. 
O 'R a h i l ly  in h is  E a r ly  I r is h  H is to ry  and M y th o lo g y , w hich is  based on 
d ia le c t ic a l  d i f fe r e n c e s  and a rc h e o lo g ic a l rem ain s : th e  P r i t e n i ,  the
B olg i o r  B e lg a e , th e  L a g in ia n  t r ib e s ,  and th e  G o id e ls .
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v i z .  C h arles  D u ffy ,  George S Ig e rs o n , and Douglas H yde, The 
R ev iva l o f  I r is h  L i t e r a t u r e  (1 8 9 4 ; r p t .  New Y o rk : Lemma P u b lis h in g
C o rp o ra tio n , 1 9 7 3 ), p . 8 3 .
^°John E g lin to n , A n g lo - Ir is h  Essays (D u b lin : The T a lb o t  P re s s ,
L t d . ,  1 9 1 7 ) , P. 36.
^ P o w e l l ,  p . 6 5 . In  th e  Red Branch c y c le  re fe re n c e  is  made to  th e  
th re e  c o lo rs  o f  C u c h u la in 's  h a i r ,  a c o lo ra t io n  due perhaps to  the  
dyeing e f f e c t  caused by lim e  w ash in g .
^ F r a n c is  J . B yrne, I r i s h  K ings and H ig h -K in g s  (London: B. T .
B a ts fo rd , L t d . ,  1 9 7 3 ), p . 2 2 .
13P o w e ll, pp. 85 and 9 8 .
U P o w e ll, p . 73 .
^3An in te r e s t in g  account o f  th e  tu a th  system and a d is c u s s io n  o f  
the "m is s in g "  f i f t h  o f  a n c ie n t  I r i s h  p o l i t ic o -g e o g r a p h ic  d iv is io n  may 
be found in  C hapter IX o f  T . F. O 'R a h i l ly 's  E a r ly  I r i s h  H is to r y  and 
M ytho logy.
^ v i z .  B yrne, I r is h  K in g s , C hap ters  1 and 2 .
17P o w e ll, pp. 7 5 -7 7 .
l8 P o w e ll, pp. 7 7 -7 8 .
^Jam es S tephens, In th e  Land o f  Youth (London: M a c m illa n  and
Company, L t d . ,  1 9 2 4 ), pp. 2 4 8 -2 5 0 .
20
S tep h en s , pp. 2 5 2 -2 5 3 -
21 Th ere  were occasions o f  po lygam y, though under such c ircu m stan ce  
one w ife  h e ld  a s u p e r io r  p o s it io n  ( c e tm u in te r ) . S te p h e n s ' s to r ie s  g iv e  
evidence o f  monogamy save in  t h a t  o f  E ta in .
22James S tephens, Dei rd re  (London: M acm illan  and Company, L t d . ,
1 9 2 3 ), PP. 3 0 -3 1 .
23James S tephens, I r i s h  Fa i ry  T a le s  (New Y o rk : The M acm illan
Company, 1 9 4 6 ) , p . 148.
2V > w e l l ,  p. 102.
23M yles D i l lo n ,  e d . , I r i s h  Sagas (C o rk : The M e rc ie r  P re s s , 1 9 6 8 ) ,
p. 14.
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D i l lo n ,  pp. 1 3 -1 4 - The t w e lf th  c e n tu ry  I r is h  b a lla d s  may have 
been a developm ent o f  th e  speech poems found In  th e  prose sagas and 
p la c e - lo r e  ta le s  f o r  l i k e  th ese  speeches th e  b a lla d s  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  
d ra m a tic  ly r ic s  t o ld  o f te n  in  f i r s t  and second perso n , seldom  t h i r d  
p erso n . A lso  in f lu e n c e d  by th e  c o n t in e n ta l l a i d ,  th e  I r i s h  la o id h  
a re  l y r i c a l ;  some a re  on le a rn e d  s u b je c ts ,  some a re  v e rs e  n a r r a t io n s ,  
some a re  a m ix tu re  o f  form s and modes.
27 Stephen Gwynn, I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  and Drama in  th e  E n g lis h  Language: 
A S h o rt H is to ry  (London! Thomas N elson and Sons, L t d . ,  1 9 3 6 ) ,  p . 5 .
The bard t e c h n ic a l ly  was i n f e r i o r  to  th e  F i l i d . A ccord ing  to  Douglas  
Hyde in A L i t e r a r y  H is to r y  o f  Ir e la n d  (p . 4 8 6 f f . ) ,  th e re  w ere two main 
c la s s e s  o f  bards each o f  which was d iv id e d  In t o  e ig h t  le v e ls ,  each w ith  
p a r t ic u la r  m eters t o  be a p p ro p r ia te d  by no o th e r  ra n k . The f i 1 i were  
d iv id e d  in to  seven g ra d e s , th e  h ig h e s t le v e l  being th a t  o f  th e  o lla m h . 
Through tw e lv e  to  tw e n ty  y e a rs  o f  s tu d y  he le a rn e d  th re e  hundred and 
f i f t y  k inds o f  v e r s i f i c a t io n  and two hundred and f i f t y  p rim e s to r ie s  and 
one hundred secondary s t o r ie s .
2®Stephens, I r i s h  Fai ry  T a le s , pp. 1 8 7 -1 8 8 .
23G erard Murphy in  h is  Saga and Myth in  A n c ien t I r e la n d  l i s t s  
th e  fo llo w in g  a n c ie n t  t a le  c a te g o r ie s :  t o g l a , d e s tru c t io n s ;  ta n a ,
c a t t l e - r a i d s ;  to ch m arca , w oo ings; c a th a , b a t t le s ;  u a th a , caves ( i n c l -  
d ents  in famous c a v e s );  imrama, voyages; a i t e , d ea th s ; fe s s a , fe a s ts ;  
fo rb a s a , s ie g e s ; e c h t r a i , a d ven tu res  o r  jo u rn e y s ;  a i th e d a , e lo p em en ts ; 
a i rg n e , s la u g h te rs ; tomadmann, e ru p t io n s ;  s lu a g a id , e x p e d it io n s ;  
tochom iada, im m ig ra tio n s ; f i s i  o r  a i s l i n g e , v is io n s ;  s e rc a , lo v e - t a le s .
^ C h a r le s  D u ffy ,  George S ig e rs o n , and Douglas Hyde, The R e v iv a l 
o f  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  (1 8 9 4 ; r p t .  New Y o rk : Lemma P u b lis h in g  C o rp o ra -
t i o n , 1 9 7 3 ), p. 83.
^ M u rp h y , p . 3 1 .
32M urphy, p . 3 0 .
33H u l l ,  p . x v i i i .
3i>Murphy, p . 8 .
33Murphy, p . 10 . Stephens comments in  h is  re v ie w  o f  James C ousins ' 
The Wisdom o f  th e  West th a t  when man tu rn s  to  the p r in te d  word and
ceases to  r e ly  on memory, wisdom becomes no lo n g er in te r n a l  b u t " o n ly
an in t e l l e c t u a l  c u r io  w hich any person may tam per w ith  o r  m isuse as he 
p le a s e s ."
^ M u rp h y , p . 10.
3^Alwyn Rees and B r in le y  Rees, C e l t i c  H e r ita g e :  A n c ie n t T r a d it io n
in  I re la n d  and W ales (London: Thames and Hudson, 1 9 6 l ) ,  p . 15-
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^®Rees, p. 15-
^ H u l 1 , p. x v l i .
^ H u l l ,  p. xxv.
^ T .  W. R o lle s to n , The H igh Deeds o f  F inn  (London: George G.
H arrap and Company, 1 9 1 0 ) , p. x ix .
^2 R o lle s to n , p . x l i  i .
^ P e a r s e ,  pp. 5 2 -5 3 -
hU
P ea rs e , p . 2 8 .
^ S e a n  O 'F a o la in ,  The I r i s h :  A C h a ra c te r  Study (New Y o rk : The
D e v in -A d a ir  Company, 1 9 ^ 9 ), PP- 1 6 -1 8 .
^ M a tth e w  A rn o ld , On th e  Study o f  C e l t ic  L i t e r a t u r e  and O ther  
E ssays, ed . E rn es t Rhys (New Y o rk : E. P. D utto n  and Company, 1 9 1 6 ),
pTTliT.
^ A r n o ld ,  pp. 1 1 7 -1 1 8 .
J . O 'C onor, Changing I r e la n d :  L i t e r a r y  Backgrounds o f  th e
I r is h  Free  S ta te  1889-1922 (Cam bridge: H arvard  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1 9 2 4 ) ,
p. 2 5 .
if q
Eg1 in to n , p. 37- Eg1 in to n  p o in ts  o u t t h a t  t h is  v is io n  is  one 
reason C h r is t ia n i t y  was more e a s i ly  accepted  in  Ir e la n d .  I t  "p ro c la im e d  
th e  e x is te n c e  o f  th e  o th e r  w o rld  about w hich th e  C e lt  never d o u b te d ."
^°Kuno Meyer and A lf r e d  N u t t ,  The Voyage o f  Bran (London: David
N u t t ,  1 8 9 5 ), P- 18.
^ S te p h e n s , Dei r d r e , p . 2 6 8 .
52 P ea rs e , p. 2 1 .
"^Rol le s to n , p . x x x v i i .
^ A .  E. (George R u s s e l l ) ,  Im ag in a tio n s  and R ev e rie s  (D u b lin :  Maun-
se l and Company, L t d . ,  1 9 1 5 ) ,  p . 47
55A. E . ,  p . 18.
■ ^ 0 'Conor, p . 2 6 .
^ A .  E . ,  p . 3 - Stephens approaches t h is  " n a iv e te "  in two ways. He 
is  more than com petent to  see th e  w o rld  th rough  a c h i ld 's  e yes . Only  
th rough a very  re a l sense o f  unders tan d in g  c o u ld  he p o rtra y  D e ird re 's
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a d o le s c e n t con fu s io n  about h e r fe e lin g s  o f  awakening a rd o r  o r  F io n n 's  
amusing sense o f  autonomy w h ile  he l iv e s  as a young boy w ith  h is  d ru id  
women g u a rd ia n s . But Stephens a ls o  r e a l iz e s  th a t  th e  d i r e c t  s ta te m e n t, 
th e  acceptance o f  appearance a re  a ls o  u n s o p h is tic a te d  and e m in e n tly  
n a t u r a l .
" ^ O 'F a o la in , pp. 3 - k .
" ^ Q 'F a o la in , p . 11.
60D u ffy , e t .  a1_., pp. 1 1 0 -111 .
^ P e a r s e ,  pp. 12-13*
820 'C o n o r, pp. 2 7 -3 9 -
^ K n o t t  and Murphy, p . 12.
^ M u rp h y , pp. 1 7 -2 6 .
^ M u rp h y , p. 2 6 .
88v iz .  Douglas Hyde, A L i t e r a r y  H is to r y  o f  Ir e la n d  (1 8 9 9 ; r p t .
London: E rn es t Benn, L t d . ,  1 9 6 7 ), p. 372 .
^ O 'C o n o r , p. 35-
68H u l l ,  pp. x v -x v i .
^ K n o t t  and Murphy, pp. 2 - 3 .
^ K n o t t  and Murphy, p . 3 .
^ K n o t t  and M urphy, p. 167.
^2 K nott and Murphy, p . 168.
^ K n o t t  and Murphy o f f e r  as example th e  poems o f  Ladhy D a li 0 hV ig inn  
w ith  t h e i r  re fe re n c e s  to  H e rc u le s , D aed a lu s , T ro y , M a n d e v ilie 's  t r a v e ls ,  
King A r th u r ,  and c o n t in e n ta l fa b le s  and exem pla.
I k
K nott and M urphy, p . 192.
^ K n o t t  and Murphy, p . 193.
76A. E . ,  p . 6 .
^ E .  D. Snyder in  h is  The C e l t ic  R e v iv a l in  E n g lis h  L i te r a tu r e  o f fe r s  
an E n g lis h  v iew  o f  th e  e a r ly  C e l t ic  R e v iv a l.  In  th e  opening ch a p te rs  he 
dem onstrates how th e  i n i t i a l  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  R e v iv a l m ight be found as 
e a r ly  as the  la t e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry .




^ N .  J . O 'Conor suggests th a t  I t  was th e  in t r ic a c ie s  o f  G a e lic  
th a t  d iscouraged  I r i s h  w r i t e r s  from  u s in g  th e  o ld  legends as s u b je c t  
and causing  them to  use s u b je c ts  from  contem porary l i f e .  The s e v e ra l 
t r a n s la t io n s  a v a i la b le  o f  a number o f  th e  saga s t o r ie s ,  how ever, would  
p re c lu d e  th is  d i f f i c u l t y .  I t  is  more p ro b ab le  t h a t  th e s e  w r i te r s  
saw l i t t l e  fu tu r e  in  re d a c tio n s  a lo n e  o r  in th e  f a n a t ic a l  d w e llin g  in  
th e  p as t p ra c t ic e d  by c e r t a in  advo cates  o f  th e  R e v iv a l .  Stephens in  h is  
a r t i c l e  "The O utlook f o r  L i t e r a t u r e "  s ta te s  w ith  p ic tu re s q u e  c e r ta in ty  
th a t  " I r e la n d  w i l l  r e v i s i t  h er p a s t w ith  v a s t c u r io s i t y  and reverence  
but she w i l l  not rem ain th e re  long enough to  e a t  a r a i lw a y  sandw ich.
She w i l l  re tu rn  w ith  h e r booty  to  th e  e t e r n a l ly  p re s e n t  tim e  o f  th e  
e t e r n a l ly  modern w o r ld ."
8°A u s tin  C la rk e , P o e try  in  Modern Ire la n d  (D u b lin :  Colm 0 Loch-
la in n , 1 9 5 1 ), p. 8 .
^ C la r k e ,  p . 12.
82C la rk e , p . 15.
83C la rk e , pp. 1 8 -1 9 -
8Z,0 'F a o la in ,  p . 14.
830 'F a o 1 a in , p . 15. Stephens was h im s e lf  o f  th e  o p in io n  th a t  a p r i ­
m it iv e  genius o f  th e  c u l t u r e ,  i f  n o t o f  an in d iv id u a l ,  was re s p o n s ib le  
f o r  th e  sagas. In h is  Times a r t i c l e  on myth Stephens p o in ts  ou t " i t  
is  no t easy to  b e lie v e  t h a t  th e  d a r in g  s p e c u la t io n , th e  v a s t g e n e r a liz a ­
t io n  c o n ta in ed  in  myth have been fo rg e d  by b a rb a ro u s ly  ig n o ra n t p e o p le ,
bu t i f  so , these l a t t e r  a re  th e  d eg en e ra te  descendents  o f  g r e a t ly  c u l­
t iv a t e d  races whose wisdom d ie d  w ith  them , o r  o f  w h ich  wisdom n o th in g  
is  l e f t  bu t th e  rags and t a t t e r s . "
86 Gerard  Murphy, f o r  exam p le , d e fin e s  e u h e m e riz a tio n  as the  
"conscious p r e s e n ta t io n  as human beings o f  c h a ra c te rs  whom t r a d i t io n
s t i l l  commonly reg ard ed  as d iv in e . "
^ y i z . H u l l ,  p . i v .  I t  is  a p o in t ,  o f  c o u rs e , t h a t  v e ry  human 
personages have made such c la im s  s p u r io u s ly  th ro u g h o u t h is t o r y .  A c la im ,  
th e n , h a rd ly  c o n s t itu te s  p ro o f .
88 I t  must be n o te d , how ever, th a t  c e r ta in  o th e r  s c h o la rs ,  most 
n o ta b ly  Nora Chadwick and M yles D i l lo n ,  b e lie v e  Maeve to  be f i c t i o n a l .
83 K nott and M urphy, pp . 1 4 7 -1 4 8 . An even more d e t a i le d  study o f  
th e  presumed e u h e m e riz a tio n  o f  Fionn is  g iven  by A l f r e d  N u tt in  "P ro ­
blems o f  H e ro ic  Leg en d ,"  The In te r n a t io n a l  F o lk lo r e  C ongress: Papers
and T ra n s a c tio n s , e d . Joseph Jacobs and A lf r e d  N u tt (L o n d o n :D a v id  
N u t t ,  1 8 9 2 ), x x v , 1 1 3 -1 3 4 .
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9°M urphy, pp. M - 4 2 .  
91Murphy, p . I 1*?. 
92H u l l ,  p . x l i .
99Hu 11 , p . x l1 1 1 . 
9 ^A. E . ,  p . 10.
95A. E . ,  p . 11.
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CHAPTER TWO 
STEPHENS' NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE
A number o f  c r i t i c s  la b e l Stephens a g i f t e d  f i c t i o n a l l s t .  Some 
would go a s te p  f u r t h e r  to  term  him a f a b u l is t  whose whole purpose  
in  w r i t in g  re d a c tio n s  o f  C e l t ic  myths was to  c o n s tru c t a myth system  
f o r  Ire la n d  analogous to  th a t  o f  Greece and Rome. W hile  h is  s to r ie s  
do f le s h  o u t f ig u r e s  in  th e  I r is h  m y th o lo g ic a l p a s t ,  h is  v e rs io n s  a re  
o b v io u s ly  d e f ic ie n t  in  the  fo rm u la ic  r e l i g i o s i t y  common to  c la s s ic a l  
myth. M o reo ver, Stephens h im s e lf  makes to o  s tro n g  a c la im  to  o r ig in a ­
l i t y  to  propose o th e r  than a r t i s t i c  purposes f o r  th e  w r i t in g  o f  h is  works. 
As A ugustine  M a r t in  p ro p o ses , "At no s ta g e  do we g e t the  im pression  o f  
an au th o r w r i t in g  to  a programme o r w o rk in g  to  a p re o rd a in e d  f i c t io n a l  
fo rm u la . Each su c c e s s iv e  s to ry  is  e n c o u n tered  as a p a r t ic u la r  and 
unique c h a lle n g e  to  th e  shaping and tra n s fo rm in g  im a g in a tio n ."^  S te ­
phens co n ceived  o f  th e  w r i t in g  o f  th e s e  s to r ie s  as an o r ig in a l  endeavor.
In a l e t t e r  to  W. T . H. Howe in response to  Howe's suggestion  th a t  he
w r i t e  a book o f  I r i s h  f a i r y  t a le s ,  he f l a t l y  s ta te d ,  " I w o u ld , o f  course,
2
have to  e n t i r e l y  w r i t e  them ." And fo u r  months b e fo re  th e  p u b lic a t io n  
o f  I r is h  F a ir y  T a le s  he cla im ed  in  a l e t t e r  to  S i r  F re d e r ic k  M acm illan  
th a t  th e  s to r ie s  were no t t r a n s la t io n s  o r  r e t e l l in g s  but o r ig in a ls .^
As is  shown b e lo w , Stephens was not e x a c t ly  t r u t h f u l ,  fo r  he d id  on oc­
casion  borrow  h e a v i ly  from  re n d it io n s  o f  th e  t a le s  by o th e r  a u th o rs ; but
51
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In  each is  S tephens' own mark o f  gen ius in  d e t a i ls  re n d e re d , to n e , a r ­
rangem ent, in c lu s io n s  and e x c lu s io n s  w ith in  the  s to ry  l in e  a n d , most 
im p o rta n t, in  manner o f  c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n .
As I l lu s t r a t e d  above, S tephens made l ib e r a l  re fe re n c e s  to  e lem ents  
o f  a u th e n t ic  C e l t ic  l i f e  in  h is  re d a c t io n s . But th e  C e lt ic is m  o f  
Stephens' ta le s  is  born a ls o  o f  h is  u t i l i z a t i o n  o f  b a rd ic  te c h n iq u e ,  
th a t  is  S tephens' s to r ie s  a re  in form ed by a G a e lic  a i r  produced by h is  
a t te n t io n  to  c e r ta in  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  found in  th e  o r ig in a l  sagas and 
t a le s .  N. J . O 'Conor l i s t s  some o f  the  more im p o rta n t c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  
o f  G a e lic  t a le s .  The n a r r a t iv e  i t s e l f  is  u s u a lly  com plex and la c k in g  
a u n if ie d  c o n c e p tu a liz a t io n . I t  is  o fte n  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by te rs e n e s s , 
s t r ik in g  d e t a i l ,  a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  and p a r a l l e l  s t r u c tu r e .  The mood o f  
G a e lic  l i t e r a r y  works is  f r e q u e n t ly  in fu s e d  w ith  a sense o f  d ig n if ie d  
f a ta l is m , a p a th o s . But O 'C onor is  q u ick  to  p o in t o u t th a t  t h is  som­
berness is  n o t th e  "m e la n c h o ly "  p o p u la r ly  a t t r ib u t e d  to  th e  C e lts  o fte n  
on th e  b a s is  o f  M atthew A rn o ld 's  t r e a t i s e ,  bu t r a th e r  a w is t fu ln e s s ,  
a c h e e rfu l acceptance o f  f a t e .  However, to  use a n o th e r o f  A rn o ld 's  
p h rases , " n a tu r a l magic" is  a b u n d a n tly  p re s e n t , th a t  i s ,  G a e lic  l i t e r ­
a tu re  seems to  e x is t  s im u lta n e o u s ly  and u n p re d ic ta b ly  in  th e  realm s o f
. , . .  . k  I t  is  in te r e s t in g  h ere  t h a t  O 'Conor
th e  n a tu ra l and th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l.
s in g le s  o u t James Stephens o f  th e  I r is h  w r i te r s  f o r  c a p tu r in g  the G a e lic  
s p i r i t ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  fo l lo w in g  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s :  s h o r t s e n ten ces ,
groups o f  v iv id  d e t a i ls ,  f ig u r a t iv e  language based on n a tu r e ,  sen ten ­
t io u s n e s s , " s im p le , d ig n i f ie d  w o rd s ." ”’
When in  1913 W. T . H. Howe proposed th a t  he compose a book o f  
f a i r y  t a le s ,  Stephens s e t to  w ork p u tt in g  to g e th e r  such a volume w ith
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c o n s id e ra b le  en thusiasm . But Stephens decided  a g a in s t d i r e c t in g  th e  
t a le s  to  a ju v e n i le  aud ience as Howe had o r i g i n a l l y  suggested. R a th e r  
Stephens saw th e  ta le s  in  th e  l ig h t  o f  th e  modern emphasis on p s y c h o lo g i­
c a l m o tiv a tio n s  and c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s .  By O ctober o f  1918 Stephens had 
sent James P in k e r , h is  l i t e r a r y  a g e n t, "Mongan's F re n z y ,"  "The A dventures  
o f  N e ra ,"  and "The V is io n  o f  Angus Og" and "The Beech Wood," a l l  bu t 
th e  f i r s t  o f  w hich would be in c lu d ed  in th e  la t e r  volume In th e  Land o f  
Y ou th . In a l e t t e r  to  P in k e r  in  November, 1918 , Stephens expressed  h is  
e v id e n t p r id e  in  th e  c r a f t in g  o f  these t a le s ;  w ith  h is  c h a r a c t e r is t ic  
bravado Stephens w ro te  " th e  tre a tm e n t in each case is  so modern th a t  
m odernity i t s e l f  is  pu t o f  d a te  by i t . " ^  Y et a f t e r  penning th e  f i r s t  
f i f t y - s i x  pages o f  I r i s h  Fa? ry T a le s , Stephens w ro te  Howe in  O ctober o f  
1920 th a t  the work was equal to  th e  best he had e v e r done and in  a sub­
sequent l e t t e r  crowed o v e r th e  new volume " I t ' s  th e  G o at's  T o e !"^  i t  was 
th e  f i r s t  t a l e ,  "The S to ry  o f  Tuan Mac C a i r i l l , "  o f  which he was most 
proud. In a l e t t e r  to  John Quinn in November o f  1921 he p ro c la im e d  "Tuan"  
th e  best s to ry  he had w r i t t e n  to  d a te . And s e v e ra l months la t e r  to  John 
Houston he expressed th e  same s e n tim e n ts . I t  must be p o in te d  o u t ,  how­
e v e r , th a t  Stephens was wont to  th in k  w h atever he had ju s t  f in is h e d  was
" th e  g o a t's  to e ,"  fo r  upon i t s  com pletion  he p rocla im ed  th e  s to ry  o f
0
E ta in  in In th e  Land o f  Youth h is  "b e s t"  and by 192k De? r d r e .
Out o f  h is  work w ith  I r is h  legend Stephens began th in k in g  s e r io u s ly  
o f  w r i t in g  a s e r ie s  o f  r e la te d  w orks. By December o f  191A, ro u g h ly  a 
y e a r a f t e r  Howe's o r ig in a l  p ro p o s a l, Stephens s e t h im s e lf  th e  goal o f  
w r it in g  a com prehensive work "which would embody and d e f in e  th e  n a t io n a l  
consciousness o f  I r e la n d ." '*  H is f i r s t  in c l in a t io n  was to  do a contem ­
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p o ra ry  work p a tte rn e d  a f t e r  B a lz a c 's  La Cornedie Humatne. But a f t e r  
w r i t in g  The In s u r re c t io n  in  D u b lin  and Green B ranches, in s p ire d  by th e  
E a s te r  R e b e llio n  o f  1916, Stephens found in  th e  I r is h  p a s t the  in s p i­
ra t io n  fo r  a more ind igenous w o r k . ^  R e in c a rn a t io n s , p u b lis h e d  in A p r i l ,  
1918, was th e  f i r s t  p ro d u ct o f  h is  new fo c u s , b e ing  t r a n s la t io n s ,  o r  
more e x a c t ly  im ita t io n s  o r  in v e n t io n s , based on poems by the G a e lic  p oets  
R a f f e r t y ,  O 'R a h a i l ly ,  O 'B ru a d a ir ,  and F e r r i t e r .  By O ctober o f  1920 
he had p u b lish ed  i r i  sh Fa i ry  T a le s , in  S eptem ber, 1923, Dei r d r e , and in  
O cto b er, 192**, In th e  Land o f  Y o u th , though i t  was a c t u a l ly  composed 
b e fo re  Dei rd re . By 1920 Stephens had a lre a d y  d ec id ed  to  compose a f i v e -  
volume re n d it io n  o f  th e  Ta'in Bo Cui lg n e . In  a l e t t e r  to  S i r  F re d e r ic k  
M acm illan  in  March o f  1920 he w ro te  o f  th e  T a in , " I t  is  a prose e p ic ,  
p o s s ib ly  th e  most im p o rta n t in  E urope. . . .A lth o u g h  th e  s u b je c t is  o f  
v a s t a n t iq u i t y  I am h a n d lin g  i t  in  th e  most d i r e c t  and modern f a s h io n ." ^  
in  th e  Land o f  Youth Is  composed o f  rem scela o r  p r e fa to r y  ta le s  to  th e  
T a in  and D e ird re  is  a ls o  one o f  th e s e , which e x p la in s  th e  presence o f  
Fergus mac Roy in C onnacht. As Stephens e x p la in e d  to  M a c m illa n , "each  
volume w i l l  be a com plete  s to ry  in  i t s e l f  and can be read by i t s e l f ,  
but each w i l l  y e t form  an in t r o d u c t io n  to  th e  volume which succeeds i t .
The a c tio n  w i l l  co v e r a p e r io d  o f  about s e ven ty  yea rs  in  tim e  and th e  
12whole e x te n t  o f  Ir e la n d  in  a r e a ."  The in te r n a l  o rd e r  o f  both Dei rd re  
and In th e  Land o f  Youth is  ro u g h ly  c h r o n o lo g ic a l;  th e  in d iv id u a l ta le s  
in  In th e  Land o f  Youth a re  a rra n g e d , o f  c o u rs e , in  keep in g  w ith  the  
o v e r a l l  fram ework in v o lv in g  M aeve, A i l  i l l  and F erg u s , so th a t  th e  ap­
p ro p r ia te  t a le  is  to ld  th a t  re v e a ls  c e r ta in  o f  M aeve's c h a r a c te r is t ic s  
a t  th e  most s u ita b le  t im e . But th e  o rd e r o f  I r i s h  F a ir y  T a le s  is  a n o th e r
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m a tte r . In  a l e t t e r  to  S i r  F re d e r ic k  M acm illan  d ated  F e b ru a ry , 1920, 
Stephens c la im s  c r y p t ic a l ly  th a t  th e  o rd e r  o f  I r i  sh Fai ry  T a le s  is  as 
i t  should be fo r  th e  s to r ie s  fo rm  a " n a tu r a l s e q u e n c e ." ^  What e x a c t ly  
is  th e  " n a tu ra l sequence" is  s p e c u la t iv e .  Stephens c la im s  here  th a t  
th e re  is  no s to ry  u n t i l  "The Wooing o f  B e c fo la "  in  th e  o rd e r  he g ives  
th a t  in v o lv e s  "p ass io n  o r  j e a lo u s y ."  Such is  n o t t r u e ,  how ever, fo r  
"The B ir th  o f  B ra n ,"  l i s t e d  two s to r ie s  e a r l i e r  c e r t a in ly  tu rn s  on th e  
je a lo u s y  o f  Uct D e a lv , a l b e i t  w ith  a humorous r a th e r  than th e  s e rio u s  
tre a tm e n t accorded th e  o th e r  s t o r ie s  o f  p assio n  in  t h is  volum e. Nor 
does t h e i r  o r ig in  ap p ear to  be th e  key to  th e  o rd e r  o f  th e  s t o r ie s .
"The S to ry  o f  Tuan Mac C a i r i l l "  is  l o g ic a l ly  th e  f i r s t  s to ry  s in c e  i t  
in v o lv e s  a re tu rn  to  th e  v e ry  e a r l i e s t  tim es  in  th e  I r is h  leg en d ary  p a s t .  
But th e  n ex t th re e  s t o r ie s  a re  o f  th e  Fan ian  c y c le  fo llo w e d  by one o f  th e  
Romantic tochm arca o r  w o o in g s , fo llo w e d  by th re e  more Fenian s to r ie s  and 
one o f  th e  Romantic e c h tra ?  o r  a d v e n tu re  ta le s  fo llo w e d  by th e  la te  
Fen ian  s to ry  "Mongan"s F re n z y ."  T h is  la s t  t a l e ,  l i k e  th e  f i r s t ,  in v o lv e s  
r e in c a r n a t io n . The two e a r l i e r  ta le s  "The B ir th  o f  Bran" and " O is in 's  
M other" r e la t e  th e m a t ic a l ly  as th e y  concern m etamorphoses. T h is  one mo­
t i f  and th e  g en era l o r ie n t a t io n  o f  th e  t a le s  to  th e  Fenian saga a re  
a p p a re n tly  th e  m ajor u n ify in g  th e s e s  o f  th e  s to r ie s .
The R e la t io n s h ip  Between S te p h e n s 1 R edactions and M an u scrip t and O th er  
Redacted V ers ions
Stephens, o f  c o u rs e , was n o t th e  o n ly  I r i s h  w r i t e r  to  see th e  in ­
te r e s t in g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  in  w r i t in g  re d a c tio n s  o f  th e  o ld  t a le s .  To 
d eterm in e  w ith  some degree o f  c e r t a in t y  e x a c t ly  what in  th e  ta le s  was 
o r ig in a l  w ith  Stephens and w hat was b o rro w ed , a much f u l l e r  c o l la t io n
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stu d y  in v o lv in g  both m an u scrip t and re d a c te d  v e rs io n s  Is  n ecessary . In  
t h is  p re s e n t s tu d y , how ever, a v e ry  p e r fu n c to ry  lo o k  a t  some p o s s ib ly  
in f l u e n t i a l  re d a c tio n s  and t r a n s la t io n s  suggests to  what e x te n t  S te ­
phens ' c la im s  to  o r i g i n a l i t y  a re  j u s t i f i e d .
In  h is  a n a ly s is  o f  S tephens ' works A ug u stin e  M a rt in  id e n t i f ie s  
th re e  main sources o f  S tephens; re d a c tio n s  o f  G a e lic  t a le s :  S. J .
O 'G ra d y 's  s to r ie s  o f  C u c h u la in , Lady G re g o ry 's  works C uchu la in  o f  
Mui rthem ne and Gods and F ig h t in g  Men, and P. W. J o y c e 's  O ld C e l t ic
lif
Romances. Stephens may have borrowed d i r e c t l y  from  Lady G reg o ry 's  
vo lum es, b u t O 'G rad y 's  and J o y c e 's  re d a c tio n s  a p p a re n t ly  in flu e n c e d  
Stephens in  s p i r i t  r a th e r  than in  s u b je c t ,  f o r  none o f  t h e i r  ta le s  in  
th o se  volumes appear in  h is  w orks d i r e c t l y .  Joyce c la im s  to  have
w r i t t e n  h is  " t r a n s la t io n s "  in  th e  s t y le  o f  th e  o ld  sh e n a c h ie s . He
proposed to  fo l lo w  th e  o r ig in a l  in  term s o f  p lo t  b u t n o t in  w o rd in g , 
a te c h n iq u e , o f  c o u rs e , fo llo w e d  by S tephens, who e v id e n t ly  agreed  
w ith  J o y c e 's  o b s e rv a tio n  t h a t  "a  t r a n s la t io n  may e i t h e r  fo l lo w  the  
v e ry  w o rd s , o r  reproduce th e  l i f e  and s p i r i t  o f  th e  o r ig i n a l ;  bu t no 
t r a n s la t io n  can do b o th . I f  you ren d er word f o r  w o rd , you lose the  
s p i r i t ;  i f  you w ish  to  g iv e  th e  s p i r i t  and m anner, you must d e p a rt from  
th e  e x a c t w o rd s, and fram e your own p h ra s e s ." * '*  A ls o  a v a i la b le  to  
Stephens w ere  more s c h o la r ly  works such as E le a n o r H u l l 's  The C uchul1 in  
S aga, S. H. O 'G ra d y 's  Si 1va G a d e lic a . and A. H. L e ah y 's  H e ro ic  Romances 
o f  I r e la n d . A nother so u rc e , p a r t ic u la r ly  fo r  th e  s t o r ie s  o f  Tuan mac 
C a i r e l l  and Mongan, is  Kuno M eyer's  t r a n s la t io n s  in  The Voyage o f  B ran. 
Stephens chose no t o n ly  to  re d a c t th ese  s to r ie s  by r e ta in in g  th e  c o lo r
o f  t h e i r  own C e l t ic  s p i r i t  bu t a ls o  to  r e t e l l  them in  term s o f  h is  own
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personal y e t  ind ig en o u s  G a e lic  te c h n iq u e . The problem  here  i s ,  o f  
c o u rse , th a t  save f o r  id e n t ic a l  w ord ing  such as is  found in  c e r ta in  o f  
th e  Gregory r e n d it io n s ,  one cannot s ta te  c a t e g o r ic a l ly  which v e rs io n  o f  
th e  t a le  in flu e n c e d  Stephens d i r e c t l y ,  I f  an y . T h e re  is  a lw ays th e  
chance th a t  h is  a c q u a in ta n c e  w ith  the s to r y  comes o r a l ly  o u t o f  h is  own 
background. Though he was a c q u a in te d  w ith  G a e l ic ,  i t  is  assumed th a t  he 
r e l ie d  on a t r a n s la t io n  o r  re d a c tio n  as source o f  th e  t a le  and one may 
sp e c u la te  among those a v a i la b le  to  him w hich one i t  was. What Stephens  
has done in  a lm ost e v e ry  case is  to  a m p lify  th e  s to r y  p a r t ic u la r ly  w ith  
regards to  c h a ra c te r  w h ic h e v e r th e  r e n d it io n  on w hich he based h is  own 
w ork.
M a rtin  id e n t i f i e s  th re e  ways in  w hich S tep h en s ' re d a c tio n s  vary  
from  those noted above: h is  m y s tic a l t re a tm e n t o f  v is io n ,  m etam orphosis,
re - in c a r n a t io n  and th e  a f t e r l i f e ;  the  c u l t i v a t io n  o f  comic g ro te s q u e r ie ;  
th e  d e l ib e r a te  c o m p le x ity  o f  n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c t u r e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  In th e  
Land o f  Youth . O th e r c r i t i c s  too have no ted  ways in  which Stephens d i f ­
fe r s  from o th e r  w r i t e r s .  On th e  one hand, B en ed ic t K ie ly  suggests t h a t ,  
u n lik e  such w r i te r s  as P a d ra ic  Colum, S tep h en s ' c h a ra c te rs  a re  never  
" a t  ease" w ith  r e a l i t y .  I f  by i l l  a t  ease he means n a iv e  and a b i t  
p a s s io n a te , he is  e n t i r e l y  c o r r e c t ,  f o r  l i k e  m o rta ls  e v e ry w h e re , S te ­
phens' c h a ra c te rs  know them selves b u t s l i g h t l y .  And w ith in  t h e i r  
m il ie u  where th e  unexpected is  a da i ly  o c c u rre n c e , h is  c h a ra c te rs  seek , 
sometimes f r u i t l e s s l y ,  s t a b i l i z a t io n  in  th e m s e lv e s . Hence, as Dorothy  
Hoare proposes, Stephens humanizes both  m o rta ls  and im m ortals to  coun­
te r a c t  the b lu r r in g  and e m a s c u la tin g  e f f e c t  th e  realm s o f  r e a l i t y  and 
fa n ta s y  have on each o th e r .  S tephens' f ig u r e s  a re  somewhere "between
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Colum's homely h e ro e s . . .and  O 'G rad y 's  d ig n i f ie d  g ia n t s ,"  th a t  i s ,  
th e y  a re  n e ith e r  c o m fo rta b le  peasants nor r ig i d  a r i s t o c r a t s . '^  Hoare  
even goes so f a r  as to  say th a t  Yeats h im s e lf  is  no t as good w ith  th ese  
legendary  f ig u re s  as S tep h en s. There is ,  she s a y s , "a  v i t a l  d i f fe r e n c e  
between h is  c le a r  r e - in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  th e  o ld  m a tte r  and th e  rom antic
m irage which p reven ted  th e  b e t t e r  poet in Y e a ts  from  such a d ir e c t
„18
response."
A comparison o f  S tep h en s ' vers io n s  w ith  such p re v io u s  works shows 
Stephens g e n e ra lly  fo l lo w in g  th e  p lo t  o f  th e  n a r r a t iv e s .  He may, how­
e v e r ,  d i f f e r  s ig n i f i c a n t ly  in  emphasis o r  d e t a i l  from  th e  o th e r  re d a c tio n s  
and in a m p li f ic a t io n ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  through d e s c r ip t io n  and c o n v e rs a tio n ,  
from  the o r ig in a ls .
The f i r s t  t a le  in  1r is h  Fai ry  T a les  concerns one Tuan mac C a i r e l l  
who confesses to  S t .  F in n ia n  o f  M o v ii ie  h is  d ual gen ea lo g y; he is  th e  
son o f  C a i r e l l ,  King o f  U ls t e r ,  who in e f f o r t s  a t  h i s t o r i c i t y  has been 
id e n t i f ie d  as an U lid ia n  k in g  who d ied  in  581 o r  5 87 ; he Is  a ls o  one 
o f  the  o r ig in a l  s e t t l e r s  o f  Ire la n d  w ith  P a rth o lo n  and has through m eta­
morphoses e x p erien ced  s e v e ra l e x is te n c e s  in c lu d in g  those o f  vario u s  
a n im a ls . The m anuscrip t v e rs io n , found o r i g i n a l l y  in  th e  Book o f  In v a ­
s io n s is  t ra n s la te d  in  Kuno M e y e r's  The Voyage o f  B ran . H e re , as 
elsew here ,S tephens has fo llo w e d  n e a r ly  e x a c t ly  th e  p lo t  as g iven  in  
Meyer as w e ll as th e  g e n e ra l d ig n if ie d  to n e , though he has added in  
p a r t ic u la r  an i n i t i a l  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  S t .  F in n ia n , designed no 
doubt to  i l l u s t r a t e  S tep h en s ' a t t i t u d e  tow ard th e  c le r g y .  Stephens' 
r e n d it io n  was o r i g i n a l l y  conceived  as a s e p a ra te  s to ry  and had been 
p r in te d  i n i t i a l l y  in  The I r i s h  Statesman s e r i a l l y  June 28 through J u ly  12,
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1919. A f u l l e r  r e n d it io n  was in c o rp o ra te d  In t o  I r i s h  F a iry  T a le s .
The n e x t th re e  s t o r ie s  a re  from  th e  F en ian  c y c le :  "The Boyhood
o f  F io n n ,"  "The B ir th  o f  B ra n ,"  and " O is in 's  M o th e r ,"  which may be 
found s c a tte re d  th ro u g h  s e v e ra l a n c ie n t m a n u s c rip ts . An e xam in atio n  o f  
these same s to r ie s  in  Lady G re g o ry 's  Gods and F ig h t in g  Men re v e a ls  th a t  
Stephens may have borrow ed fro m  th e  Gregory m a t e r ia l .  For exam ple , in  
"The Boyhood o f  F io n n "  th e  s to r y  l in e  and some o f  th e  phraseo logy ("b eau ­
t i f u l ,  lo n g -h a ire d  M u irn e " ) is  s t r ik in g ly  s im i la r  o r  even id e n t ic a l  to  
Lady G re g o ry 's  "The Coming o f  F in n ,"  though Stephens makes some n o ta b le  
e x c e p tio n s , f o r  exam p le , o m it t in g  F io n n 's  long poem. And o th e r  examples 
o f  d if fe r e n c e s  here  i l l u s t r a t e  S tep h en s ' command o f  h is  own d e t a i ls .  In 
G regory th e  robber F ia c u i l  and th e  k in g 's  w a r r io r  F ia c h a  a re  two d i f ­
f e r e n t  men. For com pression and added in t e r e s t  Stephens makes them the  
same man. S tephens, m o re o v e r, names A i l i e n 's  s p e a r B irg h a and though  
Fionn is  to ld  in  G regory  t h a t  in  o rd e r to  a v o id  b e in g  put to  s le e p  by 
Ai l i e n 's  s p e ll  he sh o u ld  p u t th e  s h a ft  o f  th e  s p e a r to  h is  fo re h e a d , in  
Stephens he is  to ld  to  s n i f f  i t ,  a less  d ig n i f ie d  b u t more p ic tu re s q u e  
d e t a i l .  "The B ir th  o f  B ran" in  Gregory and in  S tephens is  the same p lo t  
w ith  th e  p rim a ry  d i f fe r e n c e  t h a t  in  G regory B ra n 's  c a p a c ity  as a h u n tin g  
dog is  em phasized. S te p h e n s , o f  c o u rs e , makes much more o f  th e  c h a ra c te r  
o f  Fergus F io n n la i t h ,  th e re b y  making th e  s to r y  much lo n g e r than in  
G regory . The t h i r d  Fen ian  s to r y  " O is in 's  M o th e r ,"  l i k e  th e  o th e rs , was 
p ro b a b ly  in flu e n c e d  by Lady G re g o ry 's  v e rs io n  s in c e  a g a in  th e  s to ry  l in e  
and some o f  th e  phrases a re  v e ry  s im i la r .  One m ig h t no te  the fo l lo w in g  
com parison:
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In  Lady G re g o ry 's  v e rs io n :
And a t  th e  end he s tru c k  h e r  w ith  a h a ze l ro d ,  
and w ith  th a t  she was fo rc e d  to  fo l lo w  h im ,  
and she lo o k in g  back a l l  th e  w h ile  a t  th e  c h i ld ,  
and c ry in g  a f t e r  him th a t  any one would p i t y  h e r .  
And he t r i e d  hard to  fo l lo w  a f t e r  h e r ,  and made 
e v e ry  a tte m p t, and c r ie d  w ith  g r i e f  and ra g e ,  
b u t he had no power to  move, and when he c o u ld  
h e a r h is  m other no more he f e l l  on the  g ra s s  
and h is  w its  went from  h im .20
In S tep h en s ' v e rs io n :
. . . in  the end he s tru c k  h er w ith  a h a z e l ro d , 
so th a t  she was fo rc e d  to  fo l lo w  him when he went 
aw ay. She was lo o k in g  back a t  me a l l  th e  tim e  
and she was c ry in g  so b i t t e r l y  th a t  any one would  
p i t y  h e r . I t r i e d  to  fo l lo w  h er a ls o , b u t I 
c o u ld  no t move, and I c r ie d  a f t e r  h er to o , w ith  
rag e  and g r i e f ,  u n t i l  I cou ld  see h er no more 
and hear h er no more. Then I f e l1 2<j>n th e  g ra s s , 
my senses went away from  me. . . .
I t  is  a ls o  n o ta b le  th a t  th e  o rd e r  and t i t l e s  o f  th e s e  th re e  t a le s  is  th e
same. In t e r e s t in g ly  enough h e re , how ever, S aeve 's  moving speech to
Fionn upon t h e i r  f i r s t  m eeting  is  th e  same as t h a t  Leahy g iv e s  to  E ta in
22
in  h is  v e rs io n  o f  the  Tochmarc E ta in e .
"The Wooing o f  B e c fo la ,"  th e  o r ig in a l  m a n u s c rip t v e rs io n  In  E ger- 
ton 1 7 81 , may be taken from  S ta n d is h  O 'G ra d y 's  v e rs io n  in Si 1va Gade- 
1 ic a . 2 ^ Stephens does make some n o ta b le  changes h e r e ,  a m p lify in g  the  
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  o f  Dermod and C rim thann in  th e  o p en in g  co n v e rs a tio n s  
and chang ing  O 'G rad y 's  nebulous comment th a t  B e c fo la  and h e r maid " lo s t  
t h e i r  way" to  an a m p lif ie d  passage re g a rd in g  a s o jo u rn  in F a e ry . "The 
L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A lle n "  a ls o  may have come from  O 'G ra d y 's  volume o f  
t r a n s la t io n s .  Having a p p a re n t ly  borrowed R ich ard  I r v in e  B e s t 's  copy o f
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S ilv a  G a d e lle a , Stephens In  a l e t t e r  to  Best p ra is e s  "The L i t t l e  Brawl
a t  A lm h a in " and speaks o f  p la n s  to  " t e l l  th a t  t a l e .  . . .What a p a i r  o f
dem i-gods F ionn and G o ll a r e .  . . .1 th in k  when we have f in is h e d  t h is
2k'F a i r y  book' we w i l l  have deserved  w e ll  o f  I r e la n d ."  O 'G rad y 's  
t r a n s la t io n  o f  the  A d d it io n a l M a n u s c rip t # 1 8 , 7^7— "The L i t t l e  Brawl a t  
A lm h a in "— beg in s  a c c u ra te ly  b u t d u l ly  w ith  a c a ta lo g u e  o f  Fenian hero es ; 
Stephens beg in s w ith  th e  end o f  th e  c o n tro v e rs y  i t s e l f  w ith  a b i t  o f  
to n g u e -in -c h e e k  about the  h e ro e s , fo r  C a i r e l l  and Conan, l ik e  two pugna­
c io u s  l i t t l e  boys, w ith  g re a t  d i f f i c u l t y  r e s t r a in  them selves from  p lu n ­
g in g  a g a in  in to  a f r a y .  O th er changes, such as a d e f t e r  h an d lin g  o f  
em otions in  G o l l 's  speech w ith  F io n n , show Stephens a im in g  fo r  g r e a te r  
d epth  o f  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  In  "The C arl o f  th e  Drab C oat"  Stephens 
a g a in  fo llo w s  O 'G rady c lo s e ly  in  p lo t  though w ith  g r e a te r  e x a g g e ra tio n  
and some s h i f t in g  o f  d e t a i l  f o r  g r e a te r  n a r r a t iv e  e f f e c t .  The s t y le  o f  
th e  two w r i t e r s  h e re , to o , is  l i v e l y  though O 'G rady is  more d e ta i le d  and 
in c lu d e s  a number o f  I r is h  words to  th e  c o m p lic a tio n  though g r e a te r  au­
t h e n t i c i t y  o f  th e  passage.
For "The Enchanted Cave o f  Cesh C orran" Stephens may have read th e  
o r ig in a l  s to r y  in  e i t h e r  Lady G regory o r  O 'G rady inasmuch as th e  s to ry  
is  in c lu d e d  by b o th . O 'G ra d y 's  t r a n s la t io n  o f  A d d it io n a l M anuscrip t 
# 1 8 ,7 ^ 7  Is  more h e ro ic  than S tep h en s ' s in c e  S tep h en s ' is  a more psycho­
lo g ic a l ly  o r ie n te d  r e n d it io n  in  w hich th e  "c o w a rd ic e "  o f  the  F ianna is  
em phasized to  th e  g r e a te r  g lo r y  o f  G o ll mac M orna. In  O 'G rady th e  focus  
is  upon F io n n . In com parison to  Lady G re g o ry 's  v e r s io n , Stephens f o l ­
lows th e  o r ig in a l  m an u scrip t by g iv in g  not th re e  but fo u r  daughters  to  
C onaran. S tephens' d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  hags i s ,  m oreover, c o n s id e ra b ly
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more d e ta i le d .  U n lik e  S te p h e n s , how ever, Lady G regory inc lu d es  th e  
p e r t in e n t  d e t a i l  th a t  Fergus T r u e -L ip s ,  th e  poet o f  th e  FI anna, is  
d es ig n a te d  by G o ll to  be loosened from  h is  bonds f i r s t .
The s to ry  "Becuma o f  th e  W h ite  S k in "  Is  th e  "A dventure  o f  A r t ,  
son o f  Conn" ( E c h tra e  A i r t  M eic C u in n )which Stephens has t i t l e d  a f t e r  
th e  fem ale  a n ta g o n is t o f  th e  s t o r y .  The s to ry  is  found o n ly  in  the  
Book o f  Fermoy. Stephens fo llo w s  th e  v e rs io n  g iven  th e re  c lo s e ly  
though he rounds o u t th e  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  w hich is  somewhat g arb led  In  
th e  o r i g i n a l ,  g iv in g  sound o f te n  p s y c h o lo g ic a lly  o r ie n te d  reasons fo r  
t h e i r  b e h a v io r .
In  w r i t in g  "M ongan's F re n zy "  Stephens put to g e th e r  s e v e ra l manu­
s c r ip t  v e rs io n s . The T u c a it  B a i le  Mongain is  th e  source o f  the  f i r s t  o f  
th e  s t o r y ,  how Mongan's w i f e ,  th e  Flame Lady, p ressu red  him to  t e l l  her  
th e  s to ry  o f  h im s e lf  and Duv Laca and how Mongan, h is  w i f e ,  and tro o p  
caught in a h a ils to rm  found s h e lte r  in F a e ry . I t  is  here in  a somewhat
in e b r ia te d  s ta te  (hence th e  te rm  " f r e n z y " )  th a t  Mongan r e la te s  the  
25
s to ry  o f  h is  fo rm er l i f e  as F io n n . The "F re n zy "  i t s e l f  is  th e  Compert 
M ong/in  ocus S ere  D u ibe-Lacha do Mongan from  th e  Book o f  Fermoy. I t  is  
e n t i r e l y  p o s s ib le  th a t  Stephens came in  c o n ta c t w ith  the s to ry  in tr a n s ­
la t io n  in  Kuno M eyer's  v e rs io n  in  The Voyage o f  B ran . Stephens fo llo w s  
the  p lo t  c lo s e ly  a lth o u g h  w ith  expansions to  a m p lify  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  
N o ta b ly , how ever, Stephens in tro d u c e s  th e  s to ry  as one to ld  by C a ir id e ,  
a s t o r y t e l l e r ,  to  S t .  F in n ia n  o f  M o v i l le ,  a p o in t  th a t  d o e s n 't appear 
in  th e  t r a n s la t io n  bu t one th a t  does connect th is  f i n a l  s to ry  in i r is h  
Fai ry  T a le s  wi th  th e  i n i t i a l  one about Tuan mac C a i r e l l .
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In  h is  In th e  Land o f  Youth Stephens may have been in flu e n c e d  by
Lady G re g o ry 's  C uchu la in  o f  M u irthm ne, f o r  h e re in  may be found th e
a d ven tu re  o f  Nera in  h er s to ry  "C ruachan" and Aengus1 lo v e  d e b i l i t a t io n
in  h e r  "The Dream o f  Angus O g ," though both  s to r ie s  appear e ls e w h e r e .^
In th e  fo rm e r, though the  p lo t  is  ag a in  alm ost e x a c t ly  p a r a l le le d  by
S tephens ' r e n d it io n ,  a few d e t a i ls  a re  a l t e r e d ;  f o r  e xam p le , In  Lady
G re g o ry 's  v e rs io n , u n lik e  in  S te p h e n s ', N e ra 's  b e lo ved  In  th e  S idhe
sends Nera to  warn Maeve and A i l  i l l  o f  th e  fo rth co m in g  a t ta c k  by the
S id h e . In Stephens she m ere ly  e x p la in s  th e  d i f fe r e n c e  between th e
mock-up o f  th e  a t ta c k  w itn essed  by Nera and th e  a c tu a l a t ta c k  to  be
c a r r ie d  o u t n e x t Samhain. Nera is  th e  one who fe e ls  he must le a v e  Faery
m o m en tarily  to  warn th e  camp in  Connacht. L ik e w is e , in  "The Dream o f
Angus Og" Lady G regory a m p lif ie s  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  Caer whose a b i l i t i e s
in enchantm ent in c lu d e  s p e c ia l powers to  make h e r s e l f  a g i r l  one y e a r ,
a b ir d  th e  n e x t .  Caer s c a rc e ly  appears in  Stephens save as the  incom-
27p a ra b ly  b e a u t i fu l  o b je c t o f  Angus' a f f e c t io n s .
In  W ithdrawn in  Gold Brandon Saul s a id  o f  S te p h e n 's  s to ry  o f  E ta in
28
th a t  " th e  u n b e lie v a b le  becomes th e  a v id ly  b e l ie v e d ."  C e r ta in ly  S te ­
phens was c h a lle n g e d  to  make c r e d ib le  one o f  th e  most in c r e d ib le  s to r ie s  
o f  th e  G a e lic  canon. I t  is  a t h r e e -p a r t  s to ry  in v o lv in g  th e  tran sm u ta­
t io n  o f  th e  lo v e ly  E ta in  from  the esteem ed w ife  o f  M id ir  and m is tre s s  o f  
Angus Og to  a f l y  which is  blown acro ss tim e  and space to  be sw allowed  
by th e  w ife  o f  E ta r  and reborn as h e r d au g h ter who m a rr ie s  th e  High King 
o f  I r e la n d  and who is  rec la im ed  by M id ir  in  a wager made d u rin g  a chess 
game. S tephens' personal l ik in g  f o r  th e  s to ry  is  e v id e n t  in  a l e t t e r  he 
w ro te  to  Stephen MacKenna in November, 1924. In  re fe re n c e  to  in th e  Land
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o f  Youth he s a y s , " th e  whole f i r s t  h a l f  o f  my book Is  as God p e rm itte d
I t  to  be. I count i t  as p a r t  o f  th e  In e s c a p a b le  d ru d g ery  o f  th e  T a in ,
and I worked i t  to  th e  v e ry  l im i t s  o f  my a b i l i t y .  But I p in  m y s e lf  a l l
o v e r  w ith  medals and I pu t cock fe a th e rs  in  my h a t about th e  second p a r t
[ th e  "F e a s t o f  Lugnasa" c o n ta in in g  M aeve 's  n a r r a t io n  o f  th e  Tochmarc
E t a in e ] . There  th e  s to ry  g rip p e d  me a n d , l e t  who w i l l  say me n a y , I
29
g rip p e d  i t ,  and made o f  i t  a g r e a t ,  a n o b le  and wonderous t a l e . "  V e r­
s io n s  o f  th e  s to r y  may be found in E g erto n  1782, th e  Book o f  th e  Dun 
Cow (a fragm ented  v e r s io n ) ,  th e  Y e llo w  Book o f  Lecan, and th e  Book o f  
L e in s t e r . ^  As w ith  th e  o th e r  ta le s  S te p h e n s ' g r e a te s t  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  
i t s  re d a c tio n  is  a m p l i f ic a t io n ,  here  most n o ta b ly  in  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  
th e  s to r y . S tephens re c re a te s  w ith  c o n s id e ra b le  emphasis th e  psychology  
o f  th e  p ro v e rb ia l  "woman s c o rn e d ,"  produced by th e  q u a d ra n g u la r  love  
a f f a i r  o f  M id i r ,  E t a in ,  Angus Og, and Fuamnach.
In  H e ro ic  Romances o f  Ire la n d  A . H. Leahy t r a n s la te s  two v e rs io n s  
o f  th e  t a l e ;  th e  E g erto n  1872 m a n u scrip t is  a s h o r te r  v e rs io n  and one 
w hich  d e s c rib e s  M id i r  k id n a p in g  E ta in  and E ochaid  ta k in g  h e r a g a in  by 
fo rc e  to  h im s e lf .  The Book o f  the  Dun Cow v e rs io n  in c lu d e s  th e  f i r s t  
p a r t  o f  th e  s to r y  in v o lv in g  E ta in 's  and Fuamnach's r i v a l r y ,  th e  famous 
chess games p la y e d  u l t im a t e ly  f o r  possess io n  o f  E ta in  and M id i r 's  
t r i c k  o f  co n fu s in g  Eochaid  w ith  many " E t a in s ."  Stephens fo llo w s  th is  
v e rs io n  in  h is  re d a c t io n  o f  th e  t a le  though here  too  he makes c e r ta in  
changes. For exam p le , in  S tephens, u n lik e  in  Leahy, E ta in  does no t 
re v e a l o r  cannot re v e a l h e r o r ig in  s in c e  memories o f  h e r fo rm e r e x is ­
te n c e  l i e  deep w it h in  h e r  su bconscious. A t th e  in s t ig a t io n  o f  th e  f i r s t  
chess game M id ir  re v e a ls  h is  name in  th e  Leahy t r a n s la t io n ,  b u t in
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Stephens he does n o t .  Stephens e v id e n t ly  e x p e c ts  to  a m p lify  th e  r e l a ­
t io n s h ip  between E ta in  and Eochaid and to  add In cre a s e d  suspense to  the  
s to ry  l in e .  In  L e a h y ,M id ir  demands th e  r ig h t  to  k is s  E ta in  as h is  s ta k e ,  
though e v id e n t ly  he in te n d s  th e re b y  to  g a in  access to  her f o r  th e  p u r­
pose o f ta k in g  h e r away w ith  h im . In  S te p h e n s , M id ir  s im ply  demands 
E ta in  h e r s e l f .  Though in  Leahy,E ochaid  m a rs h a lls  h is  fo rc e s , th e r e  is  
no mention d i r e c t l y  o f  how he p lans to  d e p lo y  them . In S tep h en s , how­
e v e r , M id ir  is  to  be tram p led  to  death  shou ld  he a ttem p t to  le a v e  w ith  
E ta in . The t h i r d  p a r t  o f  the s to ry  c o n c e rn in g  E ta in 's  d au g h ter found  
in  Leahy is  n o t in c lu d e d  in  S tephens. S te p h e n s ' changes h e re  o b v io u s ly  
r e f le c t  not o n ly  h is  sense o f  a u n if ie d  and co h e re n t ta le  b u t a ls o  h is  
attem pts to  p re s e n t a c o n s is te n t p o r t r a y a l o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in v o lv e d .
Speaking o f  th e  s tra n g e  t a le  a t  th e  v e ry  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  T a in , 
the  s to ry  o f  th e  two sw ineherds F ru ic  and R u ic h t ,  Stephens w ro te  to  
Stephen MacKenna, " P e rs o n a lly  and in e s p e c ia l ,  I d e te s t those p ig s  bu t 
th e re  they w e re , and I d id  my re a l b e s t w ith  th e m ." ^  I f  Stephens de­
te s te d  the  s to r y ,  h e , n o n e th e le s s , devoted  c o n s id e ra b le  pa ins  to  th e  
rendering  o f  i t .  The s to r y  appears in  Lady G re g o ry 's  C uchu la in  o f  
Muirthmne as a v e ry  b r i e f  account o f  th e  sw in e h e rd s ' r i v a l r y  as b ack­
ground to  th e  account o f  th e  two famous b u l ls  o f  th e  T a in . S tephens more 
probably read th e  t r a n s la t io n  and d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  s to ry  by A lf r e d  
N u tt in volume two o f  M e y e r's  The Voyage o f  Bran as background f o r  h is  
rendering  o f  th e  s to r y .  Stephens has form ed a th o ro u g h ly  humorous re n ­
d i t io n ,  o u tla n d is h  in  i t s  e x a g g e ra tio n  y e t  p e r f e c t ly  s u ita b le  to  l a t e r  
evidence o f  th e  tra n s fo rm in g  h a tre d  o f  th e  W hitehorned  B u ll o f  Cruachan  
f o r  the Brown B u ll o f  C u ilg n e .
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Elements o f  th e  fram e s to ry  in  In  th e  Land o f  Youth may have come 
from  Lady G reg o ry1s C uchu la in  o f  M u irthem ne. M o reo ver, M aeve's speech  
p ra is in g  h e r own v i r t u e s  and more p a r t ic u la r ly  what she exp ects  in  a 
husband as w e ll as th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  M acRoth, w h ich  Stephens uses in  th e  
opening c h ap ters  o f  Dei r d r e , may be found in  Lady G re g o ry 's  s to ry  
"The War fo r  th e  B u ll  o f  C u a ilg n e ."
The t r a g ic  s to r y  o f  D e ird re  is  one o f  I r e la n d 's  b es t known t a le s
and i t  i s ,  th e r e fo r e ,  no t s u rp r is in g  to  f in d  s e v e ra l ve ry  e a r ly  v e rs io n s
o f  i t  as w e ll as numerous la t e r  re d a c t io n s . The E x i le  o f  th e  Sons o f
U is l iu  ( Longas mac n -U is le n n )  is  th e  e a r l i e s t  v e rs io n . The l a t e r  saga
v e rs io n  is  th e  F a te  o f  th e  C h ild re n  o f  U isnech ( Oided C h lo in n e n - U is n ig ) .
The o ld e r  v e rs io n  appears in the  Book o f  L e in s te r ,  th e  Book o f  Lecan and
th e  Egerton 1782. The Glenn Masain m a n u scrip t o f f e r s  th e  l a t e r ,  th e
expanded m edieval v e rs io n , th e  more p o p u la r ly  known acco u n t. Stephens
may have found t r a n s la t io n s  in  any number o f  sources and a p p a re n t ly  im -
32
plem ented both m a jo r m anuscrip t v e rs io n s  in  h is  re d a c t io n . Stephens  
e v id e n t ly  fa v o re d , how ever, the  Glenn M asain v e rs io n  f o r  i t s  f u l l e r  de­
t a i l  and f o r  i t s  le s s  savage e n d in g .^  P a t r ic ia  McFate has done a ra th e r  
d e ta ile d  study o f  th e  sources o f  S tephens ' Dei r d r e . The opening scene 
in  the  house o f  F e lim id  is  from  th e  Longes mac n -U is le n n . The m a te r ia l  
about Conachur's  m other is  from  the  S ce ia  C onchobair M aic N essa. Th a t 
o f  Conachur's f i r s t  w i f e ,  C lo th ru , is  from  Cath B o in d e , h is  r ig h t  o f  
s e ig n io ry  w ith  Emer from th e  Tochmarc E m ire , C u c h u la in 's  e x p lo i t s  which  
which a re  d iscussed  by Naoise and h is  b ro th e rs  around th e  f i r e  from  
Macgnimrade Con C u la in n , th e  Tochmarc Em?re, and th e  T a in  i t s e l f ;  the  
p o r t r a i t  o f  Emer from  F led  B r ic re n n ; C o n n la 's  s la y in g  and m eetin g
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C uchulain  in  S cotland  from  Fog 1 aim  con C u la in . S tep h en s , o f  cou rse , 
took these n a r r a t iv e  b i t s  and wove them to g e th e r  w ith  a m p lif ic a t io n s  
to  made Dei rd re  ve ry  much h is  own t a l e .
The m anuscrip t v e rs io n s  o f  th e  t a le  show Conachur and Lavarcham toge­
th e r  ra is in g  D e ird re ; Stephens has Lavarcham a lo n e re s p o n s ib le  fo r  h er  
u p b rin g in g . In  th e  Longes mac n -U is le n n  v e rs io n  D e ird re  expresses a de­
s ir e  to  f in d  a man w ith  " h a ir  l i k e  th e  ra v e n , and a cheek l ik e  b lo o d , 
and a body l i k e  s n o w ." ^  Lavarcham t e l l s  h er th a t  th e  man she ju s t  des­
c r ib e d  was N aoise and she a s s is ts  them to  m eet. Stephens has D e ird re  
to  see N ao ise  by a c c id e n t w ith  Lavarcham doing a l l  she can to  preven t  
D e ird re 's  coming in c o n ta c t w ith  e l i g i b l e  young men. In S tephens, un­
l ik e  in th e  o r ig in a l  leg en d , Conachur wants to  m arry D e ird re  o n ly  a f t e r  
he has seen h e r and a f t e r  she has f a l l e n  in  lo ve  w ith  N a o is e . Stephens, 
m oreover, s o fte n s  the r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  young lo v e rs  by the te n ­
derness o f  D e ird re 's  co e rc io n  o f  N ao ise  r a th e r  than th e  p ass io n ate  
o u tb u rs ts  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  leg en d . Two ep isodes in D e ird re  a re  a p p a re n tly  
w h o lly  o r ig in a l :  Stephens' e la b o r a t io n  on th e  lo n e ly  c h ild h o o d  o f
D e ird re  and th e  f ig h t  scene a t  th e  Red Branch. In a d d it io n  to  these e p i­
sodes a r e ,  o f  cou rse , numerous em endated d e t a i l s . ^
S tephens' awareness o f th e  v a r ia n t  v e rs io n s  o f  th e  D e ird re  s to ry  
may have come from  p r io r  re d a c t io n s ;  Ferguson 's  1834 "D eath  o f  the  
C h ild re n  o f  U snach," P. W. J o y c e 's  1878 " F a te  o f  th e  Sons o f  Usna,"
T . W. R o lle s to n 's  1911 " D e ird re  and th e  Sons o f  U sn a ,"  Lady G reg o ry 's  
1902 "F a te  o f  th e  Sons o f  U snach ,"  even R. D. Jo y c e 's  1876 iam bic pen­
ta m e te r c o u p le t re n d e rin g , which ac c o rd in g  to  H. V . F a c k le r 's  prologomena 
to  v e rs io n s  o f  " D e ird re "  had c o n s id e ra b le  o r ig in a l  m a te r ia l  " c h a ra c te r
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c r e a t io n ,"  and " s k i l l  a t  d e l in e a t in g  m o t i v e s . S i m i l a r i t i e s  w ith
contem porary v e rs io n s  o f  th e  s to ry  show Stephens c lo s e  in  g e n e ra l p lo t ,
as m ight be e x p e c te d , though o fte n  d i f f e r e n t  in  d e t a i ls  and in s p i r i t .
Lady G reg o ry 's  v e rs io n  in  C uchu la in  o f  M uirthm ne is  r a th e r  d i f f e r e n t  from
S tephens' v e rs io n  in  d e t a i l  save a t  th e  p o in t  when Conachur in te rv ie w s
th e  th re e  heroes as to  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  tow ards th e  e x i le s  and tow ards him.
L ik e w is e , th e re  a re  s im i l a r i t i e s  in  D e ir d r e 's  v is io n  o f  th e  th re e  b ir d s ,
in D e ird re 's  second v is io n  o f  B u in n e 's  d is s e r t io n ,  and in  th e  suggestion
to  go to  C uchu la in  fo r  a id .  The t e x t  o f  Douglas H yde's  v e rs io n  a ls o
in d ic a te s  a m p lif ic a t io n s  s im i la r  to  S tep h en s: th e  o rc h a rd  th rough which
D e ird re  w a lk e d , even h er appearance as an in fa n t  when she won King
Conachur o v e r th e  f i r s t  t im e , and th e  sadness c re e p in g  o v e r th e  young
fu tu re  queen p r io r  to  h e r m a r r ia g e .^  A u g u stin e  M a r t in  comments th a t
39Stephens was th e  o n ly  w r i t e r  to  make t h is  s to ry  in to  a n o v e l. I t  is  
M a r t in 's  o p in io n  th a t  Stephens has " th u s  m o d ifie d  and d o m e s tic a te d "  the  
" p r im it iv e  co ntour o f  th e  e p ic "  to  th e  " p s y c h o lo g ic a l and s o c ia l m o tiv a -
bot lo n s  o f  th e  n o v e l."  S tephens ' c o n c e n tra t io n  on c h a ra c te rs  is  exem­
p l i f i e d  as he a llo w s  th e  re a d e r to  w atch  D e ird re  deve lo p  b e fo re  h is  eyes.
I t  is  im p o rta n t here  to  ta k e  n o te  o f  th e  fa c t  th a t  com parisons  
w hich show s i m i la r i t i e s  o r  id e n t i t i e s  between Stephens and p re v io u s  
v ers io n s  do n o t n e c e s s a r ily  in d ic a te  in f lu e n c e  o r  c o p y in g . Most v e r ­
s ions o f  th e  s to ry  r e ly  on t r a n s la t io n s  o f  th e  o r ig in a ls .  C e r ta in  l i k e ­
ness o f  p h ra s e o lo g y , p lo t  s t r u c tu r e ,  names, and even c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  
are  q u ite  l i k e l y  to  be a p p aren t among v a r io u s  v e rs io n s  a l l  based on the  
same o r ig in a l  o r  red acted  s o u rce . O n ly  when c e r ta in  Id eas  and phrases  
can be proved n o t in  th e  o r ig in a l  b u t in  r e l i a b le  t r a n s la t io n s  o f  the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
69
same can charges o f  copying be le v e le d .  Stephens q u ite  n im b ly  s id e ­
steps t h is  issue by adding h is  own a m p li f ic a t io n s  to  th e  o r ig in a l  —  
f le c h in g  o u t the  n a r r a t iv e  w ith  h is  own im a g in a tiv e  and in t e r p r e t a t iv e  
extra n e o u s  m a te r ia l .  H is v iv id  im a g in a tio n  and e v id e n t  u n d ers tan d in g  
o f  th e  o r ig in a l  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  s e rv e  to  make h is  re n d it io n s  q u ite  
u n iq u e .
S tep h en s1 Use o f  Saga C onventions
S tep h en s ' connection to  saga m a te r ia l  goes much deeper than u t i ­
l i z a t i o n  o f  the  s to r ie s  th e m s e lv e s . Stephens p ic k s  up on c e r ta in  saga 
c o n ven tio n s  as w e l l .  For e x a m p le , saga d e s c r ip t io n s  tended to  be f o r ­
m u la ic . D orothy Hoare suggests  th a t  th e  s e t d e s c r ip t io n s  in d ic a te d  
th a t  " th e s e  comparisons and images were once f r e s h ly  used , and were
k ep t in  a c o n s e rv a tiv e  fa s h io n  because th e y  had been co n s id ered  the
i*lb e s t ,  o r  th e  o n ly  way, to  g iv e  a d e s c r ip t io n ."  S tep h en s ' fo rm u la ic
d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  b e a u t ifu l  women such as E ta in  and D e ir d r e , c ite d  be lo w ,
i l l u s t r a t e  h is  use o f  th is  c o n v e n tio n . Hoare c o n tin u e s  th a t  th e  saga
seldom p ro v id e d  p ic t o r ia l  d e s c r ip t io n  bu t r a th e r  imbued th e  d e s c r ip t iv e
passages w ith  s e n s ib i l i t y ,  " th e  in d iv id u a l  touch o f  th e  th in g  seen o r
f e l t  p e r s o n a lly ,  but a ls o ,  c u r io u s ly  enough, w ith o u t s u b je c t iv e  r e f e r -  
k2e n c e ."  Stephens o f fe r s  term s v e ry  c lo s e  to  t h is  d e f in i t io n  in  such 
p hrases as in re fe re n c e  to  a s h ip  " i t s  wide-wombed bottom " o r  in  " c o ld -  
m inded, fu r io u s  blooded k in g ."  But Stephens more o f te n  worked h is  
a m p li f ic a t io n  o f  th e  s to ry  th ro u g h  expanded d e s c r ip t iv e  passages. The 
passage was u s u a lly  c o n s tru c te d  f o r  s p e c i f ic  purposes. In  "The S to ry  
o f  Tuan Mac C a i r i l l "  Stephens d e s c rib e s  a g re a t  s to rm , proposing  th e re b y  
th e  tremendous power o f  n a tu re  th ro u g h  which Tuan w i l l  be t r a n s la te d :
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"A t tim es a wave leap ed  h o w lin g  under a s h ip , and w ith  a b u f f e t
dashed i t  in to  th e  a i r ,  and chased i t  upwards w ith  th u n d er s tro k e  on
s tr o k e , and fo llo w e d  a g a in ,  c lo s e  as a chasing w o l f ,  t r y in g  w ith  
hammering on hammering to  b e a t in  th e  wide-wombed bottom  and suck 
o u t th e  fr ig h te n e d  l i v e s  th rough  one b la c k  gape. A wave f e l l  on a 
s h ip  and sank i t  down w ith  a t h r u s t ,  s te rn  as though a w hole sky had 
tum bled a t  i t ,  and th e  barque d id  no t cease to  go down u n t i l  i t  
crashed and sank in  th e  sand a t  th e  bottom  o f  th e  s e a ."  The s t a r k ­
ness o f  th is  passage is  im m e d ia te ly  re c o g n iz a b le  as C e l t i c  though th e
d e s c r ip t io n  is  a b i t  f u l l e r  than  m ight be found in  an a n c ie n t  manu­
s c r ip t .  O f g r e a te r  s im p l ic i t y  and closeness to  th e  o r ig in a l  s t y le  is  
th is  passage from  " O is in 's  M o th e r" :
They came to  th e  n arro w  p la c e  on th e  s lo p e  o f  th e  
m o u n ta in , and th e y  saw the  f iv e  g re a t  hounds in  a 
c i r c l e  k e e p in g  o f f  th e  o th e r  dogs, and in  th e  m id­
d le  o f  th e  r in g  a l i t t l e  boy was s ta n d in g . He had 
lo n g , b e a u t i f u l  h a i r ,  and he was naked. He was not 
daunted by th e  t e r r i b l e  combat and c lam our o f  th e  
hounds. He d id  n o t look a t  the  hounds, b u t he 
s ta re d  l i k e  a young p r in c e  a t  Fionn and th e  champ­
ions as th e y  rushed tow ards him s c a t te r in g  th e  
pack w ith  th e  b u tts  o f  t h e i r  s p ears . When th e  
f ig h t  was o v e r ,  Bran and Sceolan ra n .w h in in g  to  
th e  l i t t l e  boy and lic k e d  h is  hands.
Stephens uses d e s c r ip t iv e  passages to  p resage f u tu r e  ep iso d es  in  
h is  w o rk , fo r  e xam p le , t h is  passage from  D e ir d r e : " In  ten  seconds th e  
f lo o r  rugs had s a i le d  from  t h e i r  anchorages and w ere  ly in g  some n e a t ly  
in s id e  o u t and a l l  in  w o efu l askewness. The c h a irs  l e f t  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  
fo rm a tio n ; some s to o d  s e a t  to  s e a t l i k e  couples p re p a r in g  f o r  a dance, 
o th e rs  in  th e  w o e fu l,  s la c k  is o la t io n  o f  those who s ta r e  a f t e r  u n c iv i l
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p a rtn e rs  th a t  have f l e d .  And in  th is  w reckage o f  a woman's room 
Conachur s t r o d e . N o t  o n ly  does th is  passage r e f l e c t  C onachur's a g i ­
t a t io n  on f in d in g  h im s e lf  in  lo v e  a g a in , bu t i t  bears  s y m b o lic a lly  on 
the  d is ru p t io n  o f  I r e la n d 's  harm onious t r a n q u i l i t y  w hich Conachur's  
lo v e  f o r  D e ird re  w i l l  u l t im a t e ly  produce, and on an even more u n iv e rs a l  
s c a le  th e  passage makes a b a s ic  s ta tem en t about th e  n a tu re s  o f  men and 
women, th e  a g g re s s iv e  ab ru p tn e s s  o f  th e  m a le , th e  r e t i r i n g  o rd e r l in e s s  
o f  th e  fe m a le .
I r is h  saga a ls o  tended  to  r e ly  on e x a g g e ra tio n  as a c o n ven tio n a l 
mode o f  d e s c r ip t io n . In  "The B ir th  o f  Bran" Stephens says o f  Fergus  
F io n n la i th ,  th e  co n v e rte d  dog h a te r ,  th a t  he s ta y e d  "a y e a r and a day"  
in  bed s u f fe r in g  g r i e f  f o r  th e  loss o f  T u ir e n 's  pups. In "Mongan's  
Fren zy" S tephens' d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  hag and h e r a n im a ls  is  done w ith  
broad s tro k e s  o f  th e  c o m ic a lly  e x ag g era ted  g ro te s q u e . The h a g --"o n e  
o f  h e r eyes was s e t where h e r  nose should be and th e re  was an e a r  in  
i t s  p la c e , and h e r nose i t s e l f  was hanging o u t o f  h e r  c h in , and she had 
w h is k e rs  round i t . "  Her h o rs e — "There was an o ld ,  knock-kneed , raw - 
boned, o n e-e y e d , l i t t l e - w i n d e d ,  heavy-headed mare w ith  her a ls o . Every  
tim e  i t  p u t a f r o n t  le g  fo rw a rd  i t  s h iv e re d  a l l  o v e r  th e  re s t o f  i t s  
legs backw ards, and when i t  p u t a h ind  leg  fo rw a rd  i t  s h iv e re d  a l l  o v e r  
th e  r e s t  o f  i t s  leg s  fro n tw a rd s , and i t  used to  g iv e  a g re a t w h is t le  
through i t s  nose when i t  was o u t o f  b re a th , and a b ig ,  th in  hen was
li7
s i t t i n g  on i t s  c ro u p ."  Stephens tak e s  th e  e x a g g e ra tio n  a lre a d y  p r e ­
sen t in  some s to r ie s  and expands them o r makes them f i t  in  w ith  h is  
c h a ra c te r  developm ent as in  "The L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A l le n . "
Stephens uses to  ad van tag e  c e r ta in  e x p re s s io n s  th a t  tra n s m it both
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th e  sense o f  I r is h r y  and archaism . In  th e  s to ry  o f  th e  cave a t  Cesh 
C o rran , Stephens has Conaran make the s ta te m e n t "F io n n  th in k s  he is  
s a fe . But who knows when th e  sky w i l l  f a l l . "  More than a s im ple super­
s t i t io u s  s ta te m e n t, th e  w arn ing  was a p p a re n tly  an I r is h  exp ressio n  d a tin g  
back to  th e  e a r l i e s t  records on the  C e lts .  O th er fre q u e n t e p ith e ts  o f  
w a rr io rs  were sometimes used by Stephens w ith  some to n g u e -in -c h e e k  hu­
mor. Stephens has A in n le  r e fe r  te a s in g ly  to  Ardan as a " p i l l a r  o f  w ar"  
and a " b a t t le - t o r c h  o f  th e  G a e l."  In th e  " L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A lle n "  S te ­
phens uses th e  same t i t l e  here  p a r t i a l l y  in  bemusement, p a r t i a l l y  in a c ­
c u ra te  d e s c r ip t io n s . M oreover, men in lo v e  from  Fergus F io n n la ith  w ith  
h is  hound to  Eochaid w ith  E ta in  c a l l  th e  b e lo ved  "my p u ls e ,"  "my b lo s ­
som o f  the  b ra n c h ,"  "my t r e a s u r e ."  Stephens o f f e r s  ju s t  enough o f  such 
express io n s  to  y ie ld  e th n ic  f la v o r  and to  suggest th e  rep ea ted  conven­
t io n a l  phraseo logy o f  th e  h e ro ic  saga fo rm , but n ev e r so o fte n  as to  
become d u ll  o r  m ere ly  r e p e t i t io u s .  More than l i k e l y ,  such e p ith e ts  a re  
used as p a r t  o f  th e  humorous e f f e c t  o f  a g iv e n  passage.
D orothy Hoare has noted  th a t  the o ld e r  th e  sag a , the  s im p le r , the  
48b a re r  i t s  s t y le .  Stephens fo llo w s  th is  s im p l ic i t y  to  some degre in  
h is  own s t y le .  Though i t  cannot bedenied th a t  h is  r e n d it io n s  do indeed  
have moments o f  c o m p le x ity , th e  o v e ra ll  p re s e n ta t io n  is  one o f  d ire c tn e s s  
devo id  o f  e le v a te d  d ic t io n  o r  long s e n ten ces . A sample passage d e s c r i­
b ing  F ru ic  and R u ic h t, th e  two sw ineherds, i l l u s t r a t e s  th is  d ire c tn e s s :  
"They began to  change shapes th e n , th in k in g  th a t  in  an o th e r form  they  
m ight have a b e t t e r  chance; but they were a lw ays e q u a l. One b i t  and 
th e  o th e r  t o r e ,  and th e  te a r  was as bad as th e  b i t e .  They h a rr ie d  each 
o th e r  o u t o f  t h is  shape and in to  th a t .  They fo u g h t as b ir d s ,  and in
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th a t  shape th ey  w ere known as Talo n  and W ing. Then th e y  fo u g h t as
se a -b e a s ts  and w ere  c a l le d  Shark and W ha le . Then th e y  became s p e c tre s
c a l le d  Shadow and Woe, and a f t e r  th a t  th e y  were d ragons. And in  a l l  
49
these shapes th e y  fo u g h t s a v a g e ly ."
Some o f  S tep h en s ' prose c o n ta in s  a rhythm  re m in is c e n t o f  th e  b a r ­
d ic ,  r e c i t a t iv e  s t y le .  From th e  s to r y  o f  Tuan Mac C a i r i l l  comes th e  
sentence "Many a wound I g o t from  men, many a s o rro w fu l s c a r ,"  and 
a g a in  th e  b a la n c e  in  th e  p a r a l le l is m  and th e  a n t i t h e s is  o f  "T h e re  was 
no c r e a tu re  so weak bu t i t  m ight hunt me; th e r e  was no c re a tu re  so 
t im id  b u t i t  m ig h t o u tfa c e  me. And so I H v e d  f o r  two ten s  o f  y e a rs  
and two y e a rs , u n t i l  I knew a l l  th a t  a b e a s t surm ises and had fo r g o t te n  
a l l  th a t  a man had k n o w n . S t e p h e n s '  r e n d it io n s  a ls o  p a r ta k e  o f  th e  
d ig n ity  u s u a lly  a t t r ib u t e d  to  the  saga. But n o ta b ly  a t  tim es  th e r e  un­
d e r l ie s  th is  to n e  an o th e r o f  humor; y e t  i t  is  n o t e x a c t ly  th e  " i r r e v e r ­
ence" o f  w hich he has been accused , b u t S tep h en s ' l i t e r a r y  ease o f  b e a r­
in g , a c o m fo rta b le  demeanor th a t  seems n a tu r a l to  th e  warm c h a r a c te r iz a ­
t io n s  o f  saga personages t h a t  Stephens is  a t te m p tin g  to  c r e a te .  In  
th is  v e in  one m ig h t n o te  th e  c o n v e rs a tio n  between th e  Dagda and Boann:
But Boann was no t s a t i s f i e d .  "We must do 
so m e th in g ,"  she in s is te d .
"Make a s u g g e s tio n ,"  s a id  th e  Dagda.
Boann then suggested t h a t  th e  Dagda shou ld
send v is io n s  to  Angus. . . o f  a l l  th e  b e a u t i fu l  wo­
men o f  I r e la n d  i t s e l f .
" I t  is  a le n g th y  and cumbersome a rra n g e m e n t,"  
quoth th e  Dagda.
"Can you suggest a b e t t e r  one?" she asked .
But he cou ld  n o t do so; and i t  was a rra n g e d  
th a t  th e  exp e rim e n t shou ld  be t r i e d .
" I  must be in  th e  room p ass in g  th e  v is io n s  be­
fo r e  him " s a id  th e  Dagda, "so t h a t  when he reco g ­
n is e s  h is  b e loved  we s h a ll  know w hich  o f  them i t  i s ,
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fo r  th e  boy has become fe a th e r -b r a in e d ,  and 
m ight fo r g e t  w hich woman o f  th e  sequence was the
one he so u g h t, and i t  w ould a l l  have to  be done
a g a in ."
"And I , "  s a id  Boann, " w i l l  be p re s e n t a ls o ,  
fo r  I should  l i k e  to  know which woman o f  th e  women 
o f  Ir e la n d  c o u ld  make anybody s ic k  f o r  la c k  o f  
h e r ."
I t  would seem from  th e  c r i t i c s '  p o in t  o f  v iew  th a t  re d a c tio n s  o f  
Ir is h  legend f a l l  n e a t ly  in to  two c a te g o r ie s :  r e a l i s t i c  and ro m a n tic .
These te rm s , m o reo ver, a re  lin k e d  w ith  q u a l i t y ;  r e a l i s t i c  is  "g o o d "; 
rom antic  is  " b a d ."  R e a l is t ic  is  somehow f a i t h f u l  to  th e  o r ig in a l  C e l t i c ;  
rom antic  is  l a t e r  c e n tu r ie s ' in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  a n d , t h e r e ­
fo r e ,  le s s  a c c u ra te  and le s s  f a i t h f u l  to  th e  s p i r i t  o f  the  t a le s .  How­
e v e r , such c a r e fu l  d e lin e a t io n s  a re  ra th e r  in a c c u ra te .
P a t r ic ia  M cFate in  h e r  d e ta i le d  d is c u s s io n  o f  S tephens' Dei rd re  
e v a lu a te s  th e  s to r y  as a ro m a n tic ize d  v e rs io n . She p o in ts  to  th e  scene  
in w hich D e ird re  co erces N aoise in to  ta k in g  h er away w ith  him . N a o is e 's  
a c tio n s  a re  tre a s o n o u s , b u t McFate c la im s  t h a t  here  Stephens s o fte n s  
the  treasonous a s p e c t by th e  tenderness o f  D e ir d r e 's  c o e rc io n , in  con­
t r a s t  both  to  th e  p a s s io n a te  o u tb u rs ts  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  legend and 
Stephens' own e a r l i e r  d r a f t  o f  th e  s to r y .  McFate assumes t h a t  S tephens  
changed th e  copy to  a v o id  a l l  u n p le a s a n tn e s s .^  But a re a d in g  o f  th is  
scene re v e a ls  th a t  N ao ise  is  indeed aware o f  h is  tre a s o n . S tephens i n d i ­
ca tes  in  e a r l i e r  passages th a t  N aoise has no p ro p e r r ig h t  to  D e ir d r e .  
Stephens comments th a t  N a o is e 's  " th o u g h t o f  D e ird re  was a ls o  c o m p lic a te d  
by th e  knowledge th a t  she was h is  m a s te r 's  w a rd , and h is  p e rso n a l 
lo y a l ty  to  Conachur was such th a t  which belonged to  th e  k i n g . " ^  In  t h is  
scene N aoise makes p la in  th a t  h is  lo y a l t y  to  th e  k in g  is  h e ig h te n e d  b e -
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yond th a t  th a t  a s u b je c t  owes h is  k in g :  "Conachur re a re d  me l i k e  h is
own so n ,"  N ao ise  p le a d s  w ith  D e ird re  n o t to  e n t ic e  him to  go a g a in s t  
h is  sense o f  r ig h t .  " I  s a t in  h is  la p :  he buckled  t h is  sword on me
w ith  h is  own hand. He p u t h is  two palms on my sh o u ld ers  when I won 
my weapons, and he k is s e d  me th re e  tim e s  on each cheek. I lo v e  and 
v e n e ra te  h im ." ^  Conachur is  N a o is e 's  u n c le  and, th e r e f o r e ,  b lood k in .  
And f i n a l l y  N ao ise  is  p ro fo u n d ly  endowed w ith  th e  C e l t i c  sense o f  p e r ­
sonal honor, an honor th a t  w ould f o r b id  a c t io n  a g a in s t th e  code o f  th e  
w a r r io r ;  th e  s p i r i t i n g  away o f  D e ird re  would be in  essence c o w a rd ly .
"We do no t come o f  a race  th a t  runs a w a y ,"  N ao ise  reminds h is  b ro th e rs  
D e ird re  prim es h e r argum ent by p a in t in g  a la s c iv io u s  p ic tu r e  o f  Conachur 
making lo ve to  h e r ,  f u l l y  aware o f  how such a p ic tu r e  w ould arouse  
N a o is e 's  p a s s io n s . But h e r argum ent Is  won o n ly  when she th re a te n s  to  
re v e a l to  th e  k in g  th a t  N ao ise  has a lr e a d y  made lo ve  to  h e r . I t  is  ob­
v io u s , th e n , th a t  N a o is e 's  c a p i t u la t io n  is  f i n a l l y  n o t th e  prom pting  o f  
b l in d  p a s s io n , but a v e ry  r e a l i s t i c  d e c is io n  to  ta k e  D e ird re  and d e p a rt  
U ls te r .
Stephens chooses n o t th e  Longes mac n -U is le n n  end ing  w here a f t e r  a 
y e a r o f  m ourning D e ird re  f l in g s  h e r s e l f  from  th e  c h a r io t  o f  Conachur 
and d ies  b u t th e  Oidheadh C h lo in n e  hU isneach v e rs io n  where D e ird re  s ip s  
th e  blood o f  th e  new ly  s la in  b ro th e rs  and d ie s  across t h e i r  l i f e l e s s  
b o d ies . M cFate c a l ls  S tep h en s ' c h o ic e  " ro m a n tic ,"  th a t  is  more s e n t i ­
m e n ta l. I t  must be remembered, how ever, th a t  D e ird re  is  n e i th e r  a de­
c is iv e  h e ro in e  n o r a s to ic  one. Stephens is  t ru e  to  h is  own c h a r a c te r ­
iz a t io n  o f  D e ird re  as a r a th e r  n a iv e ,  s e n s u a l, p a s s io n a te  young woman who 
w i l l  n o t b e a r th e  b a lk in g  o f  h e r  own w i l l .  To l in g e r  a f t e r  N a o is e 's
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d e a th , th e  v ic t im  o f  C onachur's tre a c h e ry  would make D e ird re  p i t i f u l
ra th e r  than t r a g i c . ^
Stephens ' r e n d it io n ,  as D oro thy Hoare p o in ts  o u t , is  devo id  o f
the  'g lam o r"  a tta c h e d  to  i t  by such w r i t e r s  as A. E. , Y e a ts , and
Synge. ^  S tephens appears to  be w i l l i n g  to  a llo w  the s to ry  to  speak
o u t o f  i t s  own s im p l ic i t y  w ith  an a n g le ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  to  re v e a l the
t r u th  o f  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  So f a m i l i a r  w ith  the whole c y c le  does
Stephens appear to  be th a t  he can use o th e r  ch ara c te rs  and in c id e n ts  in
the s to ry  to  e x p la in  th e  main c h a ra c te rs . Lavarcham re v e a ls  th e  com- 
/  /
p le x i t y  o f  Conachur; Conachur re v e a ls  th e  b lin d  sense o f  lo y a l ty  o f  
Fergus; and each o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  tu r n ,  even the secondary ch a ra c ­
te rs  a re  d e lin e a te d  w ith  c r e d ib le  and memorable c h a r a c te r is t ic s .  From 
D e ird re 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  b a w lin g  c a p ta in  o f  the guard to  S tephens ' 
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  MacRoth and h is  bo ld  and c r a f t y  sp y in g , the c h a ra c te rs
a re  p ic tu re d  in  r e a l i s t i c  te rm s , n o t ro m an tic  ones. And a l l  o f  th is
58p re s e n ta tio n  is  d i r e c t  and s im p ly  re n d e re d . Hoare does adm it th a t  as 
regards S tephens ' use o f  d e t a i l  " th e r e  is  no ro m a n tic is in g ; i f  the  
I r is h  s to ry  g iv e s  th e  a c t u a l i t i e s  o f  l i f e  and i t s  c r u d it ie s  Stephens does 
not a tte m p t to  r e f in e  them .""’ '* E o c h a id , fo r  exam ple, sends word to  th e  
c a p ta in  o f  th e  guard th a t  should M id i r  a tte m p t to  le a v e  th e  p a la c e  w ith  
E ta in , he should  be k i l l e d  n o t w ith  weapons but by tra m p lin g . Eochaid  
c h a lle n g e s  M id ir  to  ta k e  E ta in  away— i f  he can: "A m e t a l l ic  w h isp er w ent 
through th e  g re a t  room as th e  s o ld ie r s  p re s e n t s t i f fe n e d  in t h e i r  h a r ­
ness. The mind o f  e v e ry  man o f  them f le d  s ic k e n in g ly  to  h is  own b o o ts , 
and the eye o f  e v e ry  man looked h o r r ib ly  a t  the  boots o f  h is  n e ig h b o u r;  
and th e n , and a g a in , th e y  s ta re d  upon th e  s tra n g e r ." ^ 0
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The s to ry  o f  E ta in  as S tephens t e l l s  i t  has been c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  
having a modern in t e r p r e t a t io n  and m o tiv a tio n  to  E t a in 's  r e la t io n s h ip  
w ith  A i l  i l l  by em phasizing th e  lo ve  between Eochaid and E ta in .  S te ­
phens' re d a c tio n  has been term ed unsuccessfu l because o f  th e  la c k  o f  
b alance between the s u p e rn a tu ra l and th e  s o -c a lle d  ro m a n tic  a s p e c ts .
Those who fo llo w  the  Book o f  th e  Dun Cow v e rs io n  have some grounds fo r  
th is  c r i t ic is m ,  as th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between Eochaid and E ta in  is  most 
a b ru p t. But those who f o l lo w  th e  Egerton  1872 v e rs io n  w i l l  f in d  th e  
groundwork f o r  th is  r e la t io n s h ip  th e r e . A i l i l l ,  f o r  exam p le , is  g la d  
th a t  he got w e ll  and th a t  h is  and E ta in 's  t r y s t  d id  not have to  ta k e  
p la c e . M oreover, Eochaid e x p la in s  to  E ta in  th a t  he wants h e r as 
h is  w ife  as long as she d e s ire s  to  be s o . I t  is  t r u e ,  o f  co u rs e , th a t  
Stephens expanded the usual v e rs io n  o f  th e  s to ry  q u ite  a b i t ,  but i t  may 
be q u estio n ed  w hether o r  n o t he r e ta in e d  th e  f la v o r  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  in  
his  exp an s io n . C e r ta in ly  to  im prove th e  o r ig in a l  re n d e rin g  w ith  more 
c a re fu l h an d lin g  o f  p lo t  and c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n ,  to  o f f e r  m otives fo r  
a c t io n s , is  lo g ic a l i t y  and not n e c e s s a r i ly  m o d e rn ity .
The e p ic  saga was g iven  to  m e ta p h o ric a l com parison. Such co m p ari­
son served  in  a way to  endow th e  th in g  d e scrib ed  n o t o n ly  w ith  i t s  
own p ro p e r t ie s  but th a t  o f  th e  r e fe r e n t  as w e l l .  The r e s u l t  is  a m u l t i ­
le v e l im port and a b in d in g  to g e th e r  o f  o th e rw is e  d is p a ra te  e n t i t i e s .
T h is  p r in c ip le  is  lik e w is e  im plem ented by Stephens who renders  th ese  meta­
phors in a p a te n t ly  a p h o r is t ic  s t y le .  A sam pling o f  th ese  "aphorism s"  
suggests th e  bread th  o f  S tep h en s ' com parisons: Tuan mac C a i r i l l  e x p la in s  
h is  p h y s ic a l appearance: " I  saw th a t  I was h a iry  and t u f t y  and b r is t le d
as a savage b o ar; th a t  I was le a n  as a s tr ip p e d  bush; th a t  I was g re y e r
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than a badger; w ith e re d  and w r in k le d  l i k e  an empty s a c k ; naked as a 
f is h ;  w retched  as a s ta rv in g  crow in  w in t e r ;  and on my f in g e r s  and 
toes th e re  w ere g re a t  c u rv in g  c la w s , so th a t  I looked l i k e  n o th in g  th a t  
was known, l i k e  n o th in g  th a t  was an im al o r  d i v i n e . D e i r d r e ' s  
beauty is  d e s c rib e d :
When we endeavour to  t e l l  o f  th ese  th in g s  words 
cannot s tan d  th e  t r i a l .  I t  may be done by m u s ic , 
o r  by a l lu s io n ,  as th e  p o ets  have a lw ays d one, 
s ay in g  th a t  t h is  g i r l  is  l i k e  th e  moon, o r  l i k e  
th e  Sky-Woman o f  th e  Dawn, when th e y  would i n d i ­
c a te  a beau ty  beyond w hat we know; and th a t  she 
is  l i k e  a rose when th e y  would t e l l  o f  a g e n t le  
and proud sw eetness; th a t  h e r w r is t  is  c r is p  and 
d e l ic a t e  l i k e  th e  d e l ic a t e  foam th a t  m antles  
on a sunny t id e .  . . t h a t  she w a lks  as a c lo u d , o r  
as a queen-womgg o f  th e  s k y , seen o n ly  in  
v is io n .  . . . "
Stephens fo llo w s  th e  co n ven tio n  o f  th e  saga in  th a t  h is  s im ile s  a re  
p r im a r i ly  based on n a tu re . One m ight compare t h is  passage from  th e  
Egerton 1872 m anuscrip t v e rs io n  o f  E ta in :  "Each o f  h e r  two arms was as
w h ite  as th e  snow o f  a s in g le  n ig h t ,  and each o f  h e r cheeks was as rosy  
as the  fo x g lo v e . . . .H e r eyes w ere as b lu e  as a h y a c in th . . . .W h ite  
as th e  snow, o r  as th e  foam o f  th e  w ave, was h e r s id e . . . .H e r  f e e t  
were s l im , and as w h ite  as the  o c e a n 's  foam. . . .h e r  eyebrows w ere o f  
a b lu is h  b la c k , such as ye see upon th e  s h e ll  o f  a b e e t l e . G i v e n  to  
more than com parison th rough s im i le ,  S tep h en s ' s t y le  is  h e a v i ly  h o m ile t ic .  
The fo llo w in g  shows th e  w id e  v a r ie t y  o f  h is  pronouncem ents:
From I r i s h  Fa? ry  T a le s :
" I t  is  by lo v e  a lo n e th a t  we understand  a n y th in g ."
"[L o v e  is ]  a c o rd ia l  fo r  women, a d is e a s e  f o r  men. . . . "
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"Deeds grow o ld  in  a day and a re  b u r ie d  in  a n ig h t .  New 
memories come crow ding  on o ld  onesg^and one must le a rn  
to  fo rg e t  as w e ll  as to  rem em ber."
From De i rd r e :
"A ty r a n t  is  u l t im a t e ly  one who is  s t r iv in g  f o r  s e l f -  
m astery by th e  wrong m ethod ."
"We a s s im ila te  knowledge le s s  th rough  o u r in t e l l e c t s  than  
through o u r te m p eram en ts ."
" F i r s t  th e  im a g in a tio n  aw akes, and th en  th e  se n s e s , apd 
la s t ly  th e  w i l l ,  when th e  urge o f  l i f e  is  fo c u s s e d ."
From In the Land o f  Y o u th :
"A nyth ing  is  p o s s ib le  to  th e  person who in te n d s  to  do 
th a t  th in g  and w i l l  a b id e  by th e  consequences."
"To lose fe a r  is  a lm o st to  have ga in ed  kn o w le d g e ."
"F e a r is  th e  wisdom o f  ig n o ran ce; i t  is  i t s  s a fe g u a rd  a l s o . " ^
S tephens' a p h o r is t ic  s t y le  may a ls o  be ex ten d ed  in to  lo n g e r " p h ilo s o ­
p h ic "  passages. Such p h ilo s o p h ic a l passages as fo l lo w s  a re  an example  
o f  S tephens' a s id e s  d ir e c te d  to  h is  re a d e r and i t  w ould  a lm o st seem to  
h is  c h a ra c te rs :
A lo v e -to rm e n te d  woman grows s ic k  and th in  
and a n g ry . She looks l i k e  a w r in k le d  a p p le ,  sour  
to  th e  eye and th e  t a s t e ,  and h e r tongue is  v in e g a r .  
The lo v e -to rm e n te d  man grows h e a v y , grows d u l l ,  
grows d i l i g e n t  in  doing n o th in g . . . .h is  hands 
are  s la c k  and he w alks  l i k e  a c lo d . . . .C a la m i­
t i e s .  . . r e a c t  d i f f e r e n t l y  on a man and on a wo­
man. Energy is  d ra in e d  o u t o f  a man in  th e  p re ­
sence o f  an e v i l  t h a t  he is  un ab le  to  c o n fro n t;  
but in  th e  woman who is  thus a s s a ile d  a demonic 
energy is  b o rn ; and she w i l l  n o t be a t  r e s t  u n t i l  
the ve ry  ghost o f  hope is  dead. T h e r e fo r e , in
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d e s p e ra te  e v e n ts  and hopeless c o u rs e s , th e  ad ­
v ic e  o f  a woman Is  more to  be sought and is  b e t te i  
w o rth  fo l lo w in g  than  an y th in g  a man can d e v is e .
[A t age s is te e n ]  th e  tim e has passed f o r  p r o h ib i ­
t io n s ,  and th e  t im e  has not y e t  come when a d v ic e  
can be l is te n e d  to  e xcep t in  th e  form  o f  f l a t t e r y .  
The young body is  e a g e r fo r  e x p e r ie n c e , and w i l l  
be s a t is f ie d  w ith  n o th in g  le s s  a c tu a l ,  so th e  
o ld e r  person must g ra n t freedom  o f  movement o r  
be run to  d e a th  by th a t  u n t ir in g  e n e rg y . For a 
w h ile  th e  y o u n g s te r  wi 11 d r in k  d e e p ly , s e c r e t ly ,  
o f  h e r own w i l l ,  and w i l l  then d isengage fo r  
h e r s e lf  th a t  w h ich  is  s e r io u s  and en d u rin g  from  
th a t  w hich is  m e re ly  p le a s a n t and u n p r o f i ta b le .
For a l l  p eo p le  who a re  no t m e n ta lly  la c k in g  a re  
sober-m inded  by i n s t i n c t ,  and when th e  eag er  
lim bs have had t h e i r  way th e  being looks in w a rd ly , 
p in in g  to  e x e r c is e  |^ e  mind and to  eq u ip  i t s e l f  
f o r  t ru e  e x is te n c e .
I t  must be observed h e re  t h a t  th ese  extended passages, indeed th e  
a x io m a tic  s ta tem en ts  a re  b u t r a r e ly  found in th e  o ld e r  m anuscrip ts  and 
a re  r a th e r  h ere  S tep h en s ' own to u ch . But th ey  do appear to  be in  keeping  
w ith  th e  p o s tu re  o f  th e  s t o r y t e l l e r  o f  sh e n a c h ie , as e x p la in e d  b elow .
As these in te r p o la t io n s  o c c u r in  S tephens, i t  is  as i f  he seeks to  en ­
jo in  on th e  read er w hat he deems to  be th e  message, th e  d id a c t ic  purpose  
o f  th e  saga. The a n c ie n t  t a le s  o f  I r e la n d  were to ld  to  a l l  ages f o r  the  
purpose o f  e n te r ta in m e n t and in s t r u c t io n .  I t  is  as i f  Stephens fe a rs  
modern man may d e r iv e  th e  fo rm e r w ith o u t th e  l a t t e r .  These p h ilo s o p h ic a l  
passages a ls o  p ro v id e  th e  means by which the  re a d e r can observe th e  
fram ework o f  w hich a c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  is  b u i l t .  As in th e  case o f  D e r i-  
d re  above, t h is  passage p resages h er ad o le s c e n t re s tle s s n e s s  le a d in g  
to  h er a f f a i r  w ith  N a o is e . And, m oreover, th e  anonym ity o f  th e  passages 
in s is ts  on t h e i r  b e in g  a p p lie d  u n iv e r s a l ly .
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One o f  the  most s t r ik in g  o f  S tep h en s ' techn iques in  h a n d lin g  
these a n c ie n t t a le s  is  h is  use o f  humor. One u s u a lly  a s s o c ia te s  w ith  
G a e lic  legend a p e rv a d in g  sense o f  gloom , a m elancholy th a t  g iv e s  in  
to  d e s p a ir . Though, o f  c o u rs e ,n o t t o t a l l y  re s p o n s ib le , M atthew  A rn o ld 's  
p opular assessment o f  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  as m elancholy c e r t a in ly  fu r th e r e d  
th is  s te re o ty p e . But th e  t r u th  o f  th e  m a tte r  is  th a t  C e l t ic  legend  
not o n ly  had i t s  moments o f  l e v i t y  but o f te n  combined l e v i t y  w ith  
trag ed y  and v io le n c e  in  a way somewhat fo re ig n  to  modern ta s t e s .  In  
h is  book on humor V iv ia n  M e rc ie r  has p o in te d  ou t th a t  the  humor here  in ­
te rp re te d  in la u g h te r  i s ,  a f t e r  Samuel B e c k e tt 's  te r m ," d ia n o e t ic — "
th a t is  " i t  in v o lv e s , by i t s  very  m ir th le s s n e s s , some id e n t i f i c a t io n  w ith  
69whoever is  unhappy." M e rc ie r  p o in ts  to  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  I r i s h  w ake, 
f u l l  o f  songs and c h e e r and even p r a c t ic a l  jo k e s  p layed  upon th e  corpse  
as a v e s tig e  o f  a b e l i e f  in  the  wake as a c e le b ra t io n  o f  both d eath  and 
l i f e .  The I r i s h ,  th e n , having  a b e l i e f  in  th e  O therw orld  saw death  as 
a p e r fe c t ly  n a tu ra l e n tra n c e  in to  a n o th e r l i f e ,  hence th e  la c k  o f  l a ­
crim a l a t t i t u d e s . ^
In h is  prologom ena to  " D e ird re "  H. V. F a c k le r  c r i t i c i z e s  S tephens  
fo r  being "m erry when no cause fo r  m errim en t e x i s t s . S u c h  is  th e  a c ­
cusation  le v e le d  a g a in s t  th e  ending o f  Dei r d r e . The d ru id  C a th fa  has 
cast a s p e ll o v e r th e  escap in g  sons o f  Usna. Naoise advances to  D e ird re  
and t r ie s  to  l i f t  h e r  above what seems to  be a f lo o d .
"We a re  l o s t , "  he s a id . "T h a t m a g ic ian — !"
"Keep on swim m ing," Ardan g ig g le d . "There  was 
n ever w a te r  here  b e fo re , bu t th e  whole sea has r i -  ^  
sen around o u r le g s , and we may paddle to  U is n e a c ."
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Conachur has a p p o in ted  them to  be e xecu ted  by a n o th e r nobleman as be­
f i t s  t h e i r  ra n k :
" I  s h a ll  be th e  f i r s t , "  s a id  Ardan b r is k ly .
" I  am f i r s t  in e v e ry  g r e a t  d e e d ,"  he e x p la in e d  
to  Conachdr.
"H ark to  h im !"  A in n le  laughed . "R espect 
your e ld e r s ,  young p e rs o n , and th e  heads o f  your  
f a m i ly ."
I t  is  c e r t a in ly  to  be g ra n te d  t h a t  Stephens may overdo th e  l e v i t y  o f  
th is  scene. To " g ig g le "  under such c ircum stances is  tan tam ount to  in ­
s a n ity ,  n o t b ra v e ry . Y e t perhaps S tephens ' te ch n iq u e  h ere  may be de­
fended on th e  b as is  o f  c o n s is te n c y . Throughout th e  novel Stephens has 
p o rtra y e d  N ao ise"s  b ro th e rs  as i r r e p r e s s ib le  youths who under the  most 
t ry in g  o f  c ircu m stan ces  have e x h ib i te d  h igh  s p i r i t s ,  r e l is h in g  w h at­
e v e r exp e rie n c e  is  t h e i r s .  T h e ir  h ig h  s p i r i t s  do n o t r in g  fa ls e  even 
here fo r  the  C e l t ic  hero  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  met dan g er, even d e a th , a t  th e  
fo r e .  M oreover, th ey  a re  young and embued w ith  th e  in c r e d ib le  o p tim ism  
o f  th a t  age. And f i n a l l y ,  as is  ev id en ced  in  th e  sagas th e m s e lv e s , th e  
comic d id  e x is t  s id e  by s id e  w ith  th e  t r a g ic ,  a ju x ta p o s it io n  p a te n t ly  
uncom fortab le  o n ly  to  th e  modern m ind. So th a t  what may s t r ik e  th e  
reader i n i t i a l l y  as p o o rly  s e le c te d  term s becomes on r e f le c t io n  to  be a 
le g it im a te  c h o ice  both in  th e  l i g h t  o f  t r a d i t io n  and in  accordance w ith  
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n . Stephens is  a d h e rin g  to  p r im it iv e  r a th e r  than  modern 
p s y ch o lo g ica l a s s o c ia tio n s  and sees th e  comedy in  p o te n t ia l  tra g e d y  and 
acknowledges th e  same r e c o i l in g  o f  th e  mind from tra g e d y  to  comedy th a t  
prompted Shakespeare to  pen h is  famous scenes o f  comic r e l i e f  in  th e  
m idst o f  some o f  h is  most h o r r i f y in g  e p is o d e s . Such may be s a id  o f
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scenes in  D e ird re  a t  th e  s e ig e  o f  th e  Red Branch. The d esp e ra te  s a l l i e s  
o f  th e  e x i le s  im prisoned in  th e  Red Branch has begun. The b u ild in g  is  
s tro n g ly  c o n s tru c te d , bu t th e  end is  a lre a d y  in e v i t a b le ,  fo r  a ram is  
b eing  used a g a in s t th e  d o o rs . Conachur a r r iv e s  in  im p atien ce  and f e a r  
th a t  even here  Naoise m ight escape h im . He in q u ire s  o f  th e  c a p ta in  o f  
h is  mi 1i t i a :
" W e ll ,  my s o u l? "
"We have begun, m a je s ty ."
"How is  i t  g o in g ? "
" E x c e l le n t ly , "  s a id  th e  c a p ta in . "We have 
lo s t  about f o r t y  men a lr e a d y ."
Conachur s ta re d  a t  h im .
"How d id  t h a t  happen?"
" I t  happened because o f  th e  k in g 's  ro y a l d e c i­
s io n  to  lodge th e s e  men In  a f o r t r e s s ."
"You have f i v e  hundred men h e re !"
"When th e y  a re  a l l  k i l l e d , "  s a id  th e  c a p ta in  
s o u r ly ,  "we can c a l l  o u t a n o th e r f i v e  h u n d re d ."
The c a p ta in  re tu rn e d  and stood  by him .
"You pu t good doors in  th e  Red B ranch , ma­
j e s t y , "  he s a id  c h e e r f u l ly ;  "an hour o f  t h a t  ram­
ming w i l l  beg in  to  make them q u iv e r ."
I t  must be n o te d , how ever, th a t  th e  c a p ta in  is  n o t making l ig h t  o f  th e
s i t u a t io n .  H is  rem arks to  Conachur a re  s a r c a s t ic ,  as is  ev idenced  by
Stephens ' ta g . M o reo ver, th e  c a p ta in  reco g n izes  th e  w orth  o f  the  
a d v e rs a r ie s :  " 'W h ich  a re  o u r men and w hich a re  t h e i r s ? ' s a id  th e  cap­
t a in .  'O urs d o n 't  know in  t h is  l i g h t  w hich is  f r ie n d  and w hich is  
enemy. They know ,' he s a id  b i t t e r l y ;  'b u t we a re  k i l l i n g  one a n o t h e r . ' " ^  
The s i t u a t io n  is  no t humorous a t  a l l ,  though p e r fu n c to ry  read in g  o f  the  
c a p ta in 's  r e p lie s  evokes a p e c u l ia r  amusement.
Stephens in te r p r e ts  humor in  a v a r ie ty  o f  ways. He sometimes a l ­
lows th e  s la p s t ic k  b e h a v io r  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in v o lv e d  to  I l l u s t r a t e
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the humorous in  a s e r io u s  s i t u a t io n .  For exam ple , when F io n n 's  g u a r­
dians L ia  Luachra and Bovmall d is c o v e r  th a t  i t  is  known th a t  Fionn  
l iv e s  and where he is  h id d e n , t h e i r  f r e n z ie d  movements a re  drawn re m i­
n is c e n t o f  an o ld - t im e  f i lm  speeded up to  double t im e : "The women. . .
were m ysterio u s  and w h is p e ry . They chased Fionn in to  th e  ho u se, and 
when they go t him in  th e y  chased him o u t a g a in . They chased each o th e r  
around the  house f o r  a n o th e r w h is p e r . They c a lc u la te d  th in g s  by th e  
shape o f  c lo u d , by len g th s  o f  shadows, by th e  f l i g h t  o f  b i r d s ,  by two 
f l i e s  ra c in g  on a f l a t  s to n e , by th ro w in g  bones o v e r t h e i r  l e f t  s h o u l­
d ers . . . The same ty p e  o f  movement occurs in Lavarcham 's d is ­
tra c te d  b e h a v io r  when D e ir d r e 's  e lopem ent has been d is c o v e re d , a lth o u g h  
here her p rofound con fu s io n  and th e  fa c t  th a t  th e  tra g e d y  is  n o t im­
pending but has o ccurred  cause th e  scene to  be th e  less  humorous o f  
the two.
Perhaps th e  most s t r ik in g  o f  S tep h en s ' humorous In c id e n ts  occurs in  
h is  v e rs io n  o f  the  Echtra? Nera wl th  th e  macabre c o n v e rs a tio n  between  
Nera and th e  hanged man. In S tep h en s ' v e rs io n  th e  condemned men a re  
am azingly casual about t h e i r  e x e c u t io n s . One is  yawning so he d is a r ­
ranged the  noose. The o th e r  is  t h i r s t y .  The c a p ta in  assu res  him he has 
noth ing  to  d r in k  and th e  doomed man l i g h t l y  answ ers, " I t  d o e s n 't  m at­
t e r .  . . . I t  ju s t  s tru c k  me and I m entioned i t . "  But i t  does m a t te r ,  
fo r  l a t e r  th is  same man announces to  Nera th a t  he is  s im p ly  " to o  t h i r s t y  
to  d ie ."  Nera agrees to  c a r ry  th e  man to  w a te r  on h is  b a c k , f o r  though  
he is  "n o t dead enough to  be b u r ie d ,"  h e 's  " to o  dead to  w a lk ."  Coming to  
a house, th ey  knock and g a in  e n tra n c e  where in comic t e r r o r  th e  in h a b i­
ta n ts  f le e  th e  " s tre tc h e d  neck" and " f is h y  eye" o f  N e ra 's  b u rd en . A f t e r
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th e  "sem ?-corpse" s a t i s f i e s  h is  t h i r s t  w ith  th re e  buckets o f  w a te r ,
Nera takes  him back up th e  h i l l  and rehangs him : "Do you fe e l any
b e t t e r  now, my d a r l in g ? "  Nera asks . " I  f e e l  s p le n d id ,"  th e  man r e p l ie s .  
" I ' l l  be dead in a j i f f e y . ” ^  The o r ig in a l  v e rs io n  is  a b i t  more s e r ­
ious in th a t  th e  men o f  th e  house w here th e  corpse d r in k s  d ie .  But 
Stephens has c a p tu re d  and a m p lif ie d  th e  g e n e ra l tone o f  th is  f i r s t  in ­
c id e n t .  In  both v e rs io n s  th e  re a d e r ts  le d  to  b e lie v e  th a t  a co n versa ­
t io n  w ith  a corpse is  p e r f e c t ly  n a t u r a l .  The am azing ju s ta p o s it io n  o f  
humor and death  s im p ly  underscores th e  h e ro ic  e t h ic .  No p e r i l  should  
daunt th e  hero ; as in  th e  words o f  S tep h en s ' hanged man, "N oth ing  Is  as 
bad as th e y  make i t  o u t ."  M o reo ver, one s im p ly  accepts  h is  Doom when 
i t  comes. The hanged man o f f e r s  no r e s is ta n c e ,  no p le a s  fo r  mercy. The 
hanging is  an e x p ected  c u lm in a t io n , o n ly ,  he would d ie  " c o m fo r ta b ly ."
In som ething o f  th e  same mode Stephens t e l l s  th e  s to ry  o f  th e  
" L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A l le n . "  The whole b a t t l e  is  done in  mock se rio u s n e s s ,  
and indeed i t  begins s e r io u s ly  enough w ith  an a f f r o n t  to  honor— G o l l 's  
usurp ing  th e  g i f t - g i v i n g  p r iv i le g e s  o f  F io n n . The tone is  s e t in th e  
d im in u t iv e  o f  th e  t i t l e  and is  c a r r ie d  th rough  th e  understatem ent o f  
th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  b a t t l e ;  i t  is  "no p la c e  f o r  a s ic k  person to  
be. . .n o t  th e  c o rn e r w hich a s le n d e r - f in g e r e d  woman w ould choose to  
do up h er h a i r . "  These phrases a re  S te p h e n 's  a m p l i f ic a t io n  o f  comments 
in th e  o r ig in a l  v e rs io n . But in  h is  own touches Stephens provokes 
amusement by c o n tr a s ts :  " In  a r e t i r e d  c o rn e r a gentlem an stood in a
th o u g h tfu l a t t i t u d e  w h ile  he t r i e d  to  p u l l  o u t a to o th  t h a t  had been 
knocked lo o s e . 'You c a n 't  f i g h t , 1 he mumbled, 'w ith  a loose shoe o r  a 
loose t o o t h .1 'H u rry  up w ith  th a t  t o o t h , '  th e  man in f r o n t  o f  him
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grum bled, ' f o r  I want to  knock o u t an o th er o n e . ' " ^  Humorous under­
sta tem en t appears  a ls o  In  "The Enchanted Cave o f  Cesh C o rra n ."  Upon 
f i r s t  see in g  th e  th re e  s is t e r s ,  Conan rem arks to  F io n n , "One could  no t
c a l l  them handsome. . . . "  and F ionn r e p l ie s ,  "One c o u ld , bu t i t  would 
79not be t r u e . "  T h is  exchange comes on th e  h e e ls  o f  th e  d e ta i le d  and
h o r r ib le  d e s c r ip t io n  Stephens has ju s t  g iv e n  o f  t h e i r  u g lin e s s . The
humor here  is  a ls o  used to  p o in t  up the  b ra v e ry  o f  th e  two men, a
b ra v e ry  th a t  w i l l  become n o n -e x is te n t  b e fo re  th e  s to ry  is  o v e r . Fionn
goes in to  th e  cave to  see i f  th e  th re e  women r e a l ly  were bew hiskered .
As the  s p e ll  takes  e f f e c t  and th e  heroes drop to  th e  ground, they a re
q u ic k ly  t ie d  up by th e  th re e  " h a r r id a n s ."  "Those a re  w h is k e rs ,"  is  
80
F io n n 's  o n ly  rem ark to  Conan.
A nother humorous in c id e n t  a llo w s  a f a m i l i a r i z in g  look a t  these  
l i f e  and t im e s . In th e  s to ry  o f  E ta in  i t  is  th e  end o f  th e  f a i r  and 
Eochaid is  h av in g  th e  a re a  c le a re d  o f  p eo p le  in  p re p a ra t io n  f o r  h is  
c o n fro n ta t io n  w ith  M id i r .  An o f f i c e r  is  im p a t ie n t ly  h u rry in g  a hodge­
podge o f  p e o p le , c a r t s ,  and an im a ls  a lo n g :
U n t i l  Doom, th is  n ig h t  and h e l l  w i l l  n o t seem 
d i f f e r e n t  to  me. Go g e n t ly ,  beeman: keep thy  w ar­
r io r s  in t h e i r  f o r t r e s s — "
"Unhorn me those ten  cow s."
"Heave me th is  w reck to  th e  d i t c h ."
" T ie  me a t h i s t l e  to  yon f o a l 's  t a i l . "
"C lo u t me th a t  p ig . "
"G a th e r me th is  hen o f f  my h e lm e t ."
"Loosen me th is  goat from  between m yg jeg s."
"Oh! h a th  any man a d r in k  upon h im !"
And f i n a l l y  humor may be used to  re v e a l c h a ra c te r .  In "Mongan's 
Frenzy" F iachna F in n , k in g  o f  U ls t e r ,  and h is  men a re  in b a t t l e  when
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
8 7
t h e i r  opponent sends venomous sheep to  a t ta c k  them . U nable to  w ith ­
stand th ese  c re a tu re s , F inn  and h is  men a re  fo rc e d  to  c lim b  t r e e s .
F inn dec id es  he must f ig h t  th e  sheep and under weak p r o te s t  from h is  
men begins to  clim b down from  h is  t r e e .  A t th is  moment he sees a 
s tra n g e r  approaching and he p u lls  h im s e lf  back up on th e  branch where  
he s i t s  "d a n g le -le g g e d "  in  a most u n k in g lik e  pose. The s t ra n g e r ,  who 
is  Manannan mac L i r ,  is  la u g h in g  a t  th e  " t r e e d "  s o ld ie r s .
" I t  Is  n o t n ic e  o f  you to  laugh a t  u s ,"  s a id  
Fiachna F in n .
"Who co u ld  h e lp  laugh ing  a t  a k in g  h u ndering  
on a branch and h is  army gho stin g  around him l i k e  
hens?" s a id  th e  s t ra n g e r .
F inn is  o b lig e d  to  accep t Manannan's d e r is io n  in re tu rn  fo r  h is  a id .
In "The C a rl o f  th e  Drab C o at"  Stephens expands th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  C arl 
so th a t  he becomes a t r u l y  memorable humorous f ig u r e .  C a rl has sug­
gested  th a t  Cael s t a r t  ru n n in g  th e  race w ith o u t  him s in c e  he wishes to  
g e t a n o th e r h o u r's  s le e p . He awakes, e a ts  th e  le f t o v e r  boar from the  
n ig h t b e fo re , and puts th e  bones in the t a i l  o f  h is  c o a t .  "W ith  a g re a t  
r a t t l i n g  o f  the  b o a r 's  bones" he begins to  run " in  g r e a t  two legged  
ju m p s ,"  and "immense o n e -le g g e d , m u d -s p a tte r in g  hops" u n t i l  he catches  
up w ith  Cael who is  ru n n in g  d e te rm in e d ly  " w ith  h is  f i s t s  up and h is  
head back and h is  two leg s  f ly in g  in  and o u t so v ig o ro u s ly  th a t  you 
cou ld  n o t see them. . . . "  " T r o t t in g "  a lo n g  s id e  C a e l, C arl o f fe r s  
him some o f  h is  bones, But Cael snaps, " I  would r a th e r  be hanged than  
gnaw on a bone th a t  you have brow sed." Though q u ic k ly  C arl o u td is ­
tances h im , Cael catches up when C arl stops to  p ic k  and e a t  b la c k ­
b e r r ie s .  Cael s a r c a s t ic a l ly  p o in ts  out th a t  C a rl has lo s t  th e  t a i l s
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o f  h is  c o a t:  " I  c o u ld  sm ell one o f  them and I t  wrapped around a l i t t l e
t r e e  t h i r t y  m ile s  b a c k . . .and  th e  o th e r  one was d is h o n o u rin g  a bush
ten  m ile s  behind t h a t . "  C a r l ,  co m p la in in g  th a t  he has not e a te n  h is
f i l l  o f  b la c k b e r r ie s , n e v e r th e le s s  re tu rn s  to  r e t r ie v e  th e  p ie c e s  o f
h is  c o a t. He catch es  up q u ic k ly  w ith  C a e l, "who was running w ith  h is
head down and h is  to e s  u p ."  C a rl g e n t ly  ta u n ts  h im , " I f  you w o n 't
t r y  to  ru n , my t r e a s u r e .  . .you  w i l l  n ever g e t yo u r t r i b u t e . "  And
C a rl " w ith  an e y e - b l in d in g ,  c o n tin u o u s  w aggle and c o m p le x ity  o f  b o o ts ,"  
83q u ic k ly  o u td is ta n c e s  C ael a g a in . L ik e w is e , in  S tephens ' v e rs io n  o f  
"The B ir th  o f  Bran" th e  t e r r i b l e  h a te r  o f  dogs Fergus F io n n la i th  is  
n o n eth e less  humourously p o r tra y e d . The d is g u is e d  Uct D ealv  has l e f t  
T u ire n  in th e  form  o f  a hound w ith  F erg u s , e x p e c tin g  him to  be c ru e l  
to  th e  anim al as was h is  w o n t. But F erg u s , b e l ie v in g  i t  to  be F io n n 's  
dog, determ ines to  ta k e  s p e c ia l ca re  o f  th e  anim al in  s p ite  o f  h is  
in te n s e  d is l i k e  f o r  i t .  He in s t r u c ts  h is  s e rv a n t to  calm  th e  shaking  
a n im a l, bu t th e  dog snaps a t  th e  s e rv a n t .  Fergus is  o b lig e d  to  p ic k  
up th e  anim al h im s e lf :
" I f  i t  has to  be hug g ed ,"  he s a id ,  " I ' l l  hug
i t .  I 'd  do more than th a t  f o r  F io n n ."
He tu cked  and t ig h te n e d  th e  anim al in to  h is
b r e a s t ,  and m arched m oodily  up and down th e  room.
The dog 's  nose la y  a lo n g  h is  b re a s t under h is  c h in ,  
and as he gave i t  d u t i f u l  hugs, one hug to  eve ry  
f i v e  p aces, th e  dog p u t ou t i t s  tongue and l ic k e d  
him t im id ly  under th e  c h in .
" S to p ,"  ro a re d  F erg u s , "s to p  th a t  f o r  e v e r ,"  
and he grew v e ry  red in  th e  fa c e , and s ta re d  
t r u c u le n t ly  down a lo n g  h is  n o se. A s o f t  brown 
eye looked up a t  him and th e  shy tongue touched  
ag a in  on h is  c h in .
" I f  i t  has to  be k is s e d ,"  s a id  Fergus g lo o m ily ,  
" I ' l l  k is s  i t .  I ' d  do more than th a t  f o r  F io n n ,"  
he groaned.
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He bent h fs  head , shut h is  e y e s , and brought 
th e  dog's ja w  a g a in s t  h is  l ip s .  And a t  t h a t  the  
dog gave l i t t l e  w r ig g le s  In  h is  arm s, and l i t t l e
b a rk s , and l i t t l e  l i c k s ,  so th a t  he co u ld  s c a rc e ly
h o ld  h e r . . . .
"That dog l ik e s  m e,"  he murmured in  amazement.
"By my hand. . .1 l ik e  th a t  d o g ."
So e v id e n t  is  S tep h en s ' lo v e  o t  th e  r id ic u lo u s  th a t  he has been a c ­
cused o f  condensing saga m a te r ia l  when i t  is  no t fu n n y , reaso n , to o ,  
why he p ro v id e s  o n ly  th e  f i r s t  l in e s  o f  D e ird re 's  lam e n ts .® '’ Such is  
p ro b a b ly  n o t the  case . Much more c r e d ib le  reasons a re  to  p ro v id e  those  
d e t a i ls  which a re  c o h e r e n t , fo r  a s iz e a b le  amount o f  m a te r ia l  in  the
sagas appears to  be e x tra n e o u s  o r  ta n g e n t ia l  to  th e  main s to ry  l i n e ,  and
to  in c lu d e  th a t  which is  most s u p p o rtiv e  o f  th e  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  The 
la m e n ts , f o r  exam ple, a re  b e a u t i f u l ,  bu t th e y  b re a k  th e  f lo w  o f  the  n a r ­
r a t iv e  and Stephens is  o b v io u s ly  d e d ic a te d  to  ra p id  n a r r a t iv e  tempo. H is  
e l im in a t io n  o f  m a te r ia l is  p e r f e c t ly  sound a u th o r ia l  tec h n iq u e  w ith  r e ­
gards to  c o n s is ten cy  o f  a c t io n  and c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  In  the E c h tra i 
Nera th e  hanged man is  harm less enough to  Nera b u t u n e x p la in a b ly  murders 
th e  in h a b ita n ts  o f  th e  house w here he f in d s  w a te r .  In  th e  s to ry  o f  A n -, 
gus* dream th e  m a te r ia l c o n c e rn in g  the  c a l f  o f  th e  Donn and even C a e r 's  
e x is te n c e  as a swan is  o f  dubious va lu e  to  the  main th re a d  o f  the  s to r y .  
Stephens q u ite  p la in ly  chooses to  make h is  re d a c tio n s  s to r ie s  in the  
C e l t ic  s p i r i t ,  not t r a n s la t io n s  o f  th e  o r ig in a l .
I t  is  obvious from  even th e  most p e r fu n c to ry  re a d in g  o f  S tephens' 
re d a c tio n s  th a t  he has d e s ig n ed  th e  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  in  h is  own in im i­
ta b le  fash io n .® ®  W h ile  i t  is  t r u e  th a t  some o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in the  
re d a c tio n s  a re  o f  the  same g e n e ra l n a tu re  as c h a ra c te rs  which Stephens
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invented  f o r  h is  e a r l i e r  w o rk s , th e  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  a re  c o m p le te ly  
fe a s ib le  g iven  th e  c h a ra c te r  o u t l in e s  in  th e  o r ig in a l  sagas. G e n e ra lly  
s p eaking , Stephens has rounded o u t th ese  c h a r a c te r s ,  embodying them 
w ith  a genu ineness, a humanness th a t  adds im m easureably to  t h e i r  c r e d i­
b i l i t y .  The h e ro ic  q u a l i t i e s  o f  th ese  c h a ra c te rs  a re  g iv e n  below . Here 
i t  is  p e r t in e n t  to  s tu d y  S tephens ' s p e c ia l e f f e c t s  w ith  regards to  th e  
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .
Though not u s u a lly  g iv e n  to  a l lu s io n s ,  Stephens c re a te s  one scene 
in  D e ird re  th a t  is  re m in is c e n t o f  th e  Tem p ta tio n  in th e  Garden o f  Eden. 
D e ird re  has escaped th e  compound and by chance is  drawn to  the  glow o f  a 
cam p fire  and th e  sound o f  v o ic e s . She stands behind a t r e e ,  w atch in g  and 
l is te n in g  to  th e  th re e  y o u th s ; D e ird re , E v e - l ik e  y e t  a lm o s t l i k e  th e  
Tem pter about to  d is r u p t  P a ra d is e , watches N ao ise  and h is  b ro th e rs :  
" S p e n d th r if t  th e y  w ere  as young gods; c a r e - f r e e  as young a n im a ls ; w ith  
minds u n tro u b led  because th e y  need not work and bod ies  th a t  were a t  ease  
because th e y  were a c t iv e ,  s c o rn in g  th e  darkness in  a g a ie ty  th a t  was de­
l ic io u s  because i t  was th o u g h t le s s , and w ith  a th o u g h tlessn ess  th a t  was 
lo v e ly  because i t  was y o u n g . D e i r d r e  does s tep  o u t in to  th e  c i r c le  
o f  f i r e l i g h t  and h e r s te p  d e c is iv e ly  a l t e r e d  th e  course o f  h e r s e l f  and 
th e  sons o f  Usna f o r  a l l  t im e . Here and as she tem pts N ao ise  to  run 
away w ith  h er she is  th o u g h t le s s , s e l f -c e n te r e d ,  bent on g r a t i f i c a t io n  
o f  her own w i l l .  But Stephens is  c a re fu l in  f i d e l i t y  to  th e  c h a ra c te r  
to  avo id  suggestions o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  femme f a t a le  f ig u r e .  H is  a s tu te  
han d lin g  o f  th e  s e d u c tio n  is  accom plished w ith  ta s te  and a sense o f  
v e r i t y  in which th e  c u l p a b i l i t y  f o r  th e  i r re v o c a b le  a c t  appears to  be 
n e ith e r  on D e ird re  n o r N ao ise  bu t on F a te : "Had she r e a l l y  moved, o r
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was she Im p e lle d ! .  . . .B u t In  th e  moment th a t  she moved p a n ic  se ized  
her as suddenly and o v erw h e lm in g ly  as a hawk swoops upon a mouse." She 
seems to  have no c o n tro l over h e r s e l f :
She l i f t e d  a hand to  h er b re a s t so th a t  h e r  h e a r t  
m ig h t no t be snatched away, b u t th e  hand w ent on 
to  h e r  l ip s  and co vered  them in  t e r r o r  le s t  th ey  
sho u ld  c a l l .  She tu rn e d  w ith  one s w if t  and f ly in g  
g e s tu re , bu t the  fo o t  th a t  aim ed f o r  f l i g h t  con­
tin u e d  i t s  m o tio n , and th e  f u l l  c i r c le  h e ld  h er  
a g a in  fa c in g  the  t e r r o r .  For he had a lre a d y  r is e n  
l i t h e  as a c a t  and as n o is e le s s , and in th re e  
g r e a t  s t r id e s  he was s ta n d in g  b e s id e  h e r , s ta n d in g  
o v e r h e r , encompassing h e r a b o u t, no t now to  be 
re tre g g e d  from  o r  escaped from  o r  eluded  in  any 
w ay. 11
N aoise la y s  a heavy hand upon h er arm and moves h er back in to  the dark
recesses o f  th e  fo r e s t .  But when N aoise stops t h e i r  headlong rush " w ith
th a t  fe e l in g  o f  tremendous d iscouragem ent w here in  passion s in ks  back
upon i t s e l f ,  where d e s ire  ceases and n o th in g  is  in s ta n t  bu t w e a rin e s s ,"
D e ird re  h e r s e l f  renews th e  moment o f  passion  fo r  " th e  energy which had
d ra in e d  from  him flo o d e d  in to  h e r  in  one w h ir l in g  s tre a m , and when h is
89hand f e l l  away hers to o k  up th e  du ty  i t  r e l in q u is h e d ."  Stephens seems 
to  handle th e  problem  o f  c u lp a b i l i t y  h ere  evenhanded ly . Y e t i t  would 
appear th a t  D e ird re  by h er v e ry  p resence p r e c ip i ta te s  th e  a c tio n  o f  the  
scene. Though some c r i t i c s  contend th a t  N aoise is  a c a r e f u l ly  d e lin e a ­
ted  c h a ra c te r  in h is  own r i g h t ,  in  a c t u a l i t y  he d e r iv e s  h is  being in 
term s o f  D e ird re . Time and a g a in  i t  is  D e ird re  who is  th e  com pelling  
fo rc e  behind h is  a c t io n s . Even h is  b ro th e rs  and th e  sons o f  Fergus a re  
a b i t  more c le a r  c u t ,  perhaps f o r  be in g  th e  more a c t iv e ,  th e  more v o c a l. 
N aoise is  e s s e n t ia l ly  a c o m p le te ly  e t h ic a l  person , s l i g h t l y  o ld e r  than
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the  o th e r s , who makes h is  o n ly  independent g e s tu re  by In s is t in g  on the  
re tu rn  to  th e  Red Branch in  s p ite  o f  D e ir d r e 's  w arn in g . Y e t he has a 
to uch ing  adherence to  hon o r. H is  lo v e  f o r  D e ird re  is  p ro fo u n d , as e v i ­
denced in  h is  f in a l  a c t to  l i f t  h e r above th e  d r u id ic a l  w a te rs  th a t  seem 
to  e n g u lf  them. He becomes, th e n , i f  a n c i l l a r y  in  h is  own s to r y ,  none­
th e le s s , a c re d ib le  h e ro ic  f ig u r e .
S tephens' e x p e r t is e  in  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  Is  ev id en ced  by th e  nuances 
w ith  which he e x p lic a te s  a r e la t io n s h ip .  T h is  te c h n iq u e  is  w e ll i l l u s ­
tr a te d  in  th e  s e v e ra l s to r ie s  In v o lv in g  F ionn and G o l l .  O f opposing  
clan s  the  two men a re  sworn enem ies. But F io n n 's  w il l in g n e s s  to  con­
f r o n t  th e  S idhe p r in c e  A i l l e n  mac Midna and h is  success in  th e  en co u n te r  
win him th e  c a p ta in c y  o f  th e  F ia n n a , a p o s it io n  fo rm e r ly  h e ld  by G o ll .  
G o ll 's  re a c tio n  a t te s ts  to  th e  measure o f  th e  man f o r  he subm its w ith
such g race th a t  he re ta in s  a l l  h is  s ta tu r e  in  th e  g a th e r in g . G o l l ,  e v i ­
d e n tly  th e  o ld e r  o f  the tw o , is  c a l le d  " m i r t h f u l . "  But th is  good humor 
g losses a determ ined  s p i r i t  th a t  is  th e  fo u n d a tio n  o f  h is  h e ro ic  m ien. 
Th is  d au ntlessness is  e v id en ced  in  h is  b a t t l e  w ith  la rn a c h  in  "The En­
chanted Cave o f  Cesh C o rra n ."  I t  a ls o  serves as th e  in s t ig a t io n  o f  th e  
r io t  a t  A l le n ,  fo r  G o ll e x e m p lif ie s  an ex tra v a g a n c e  born o f  the  a b i l i t y  
to  fa c e  down any s i tu a t io n  in c lu d in g  th e  w ra th  o f  Fionn h im s e lf .  H ere , 
to o , G o ll v e ry  f r a n k ly  ad m its  to  Fionn th a t  he k i l l e d  U a il  In  Loch lann . 
H ere in  Stephens handles th e  te n s io n  between th e  two men w ith  e v o c a t iv e  
d e t a i l :  F ionn r e t o r t s ,  " I t  is  an im p e rtin e n c e . . . t o  bo ast a t  th is  ta b le
th a t  you k i l l e d  my f a t h e r . "  G o ll r e p l ie s ,  "By my hand, i f  F ionn were to
t r e a t  me as h is  fa th e r  d id  I would t r e a t  Fionn th e  way I t r e a te d  F io n n 's
f a t h e r ."  A t t h is  Fionn " c lo s e d  h is  eyes and b e a t away th e  anger th a t  was
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r is in g  w ith in  h im ."  F ionn  s m ile s  " g r im ly "  and rem inds G o ll th a t  h is  men
p re s e n t outnumber G o l l 's  men one hundred to  on e . G o ll lau g h s , "So had 
90yo u r f a t h e r . "  A t t h is  p o in t  w a r r io rs  on each s id e  beg in  to  h u rl in ­
s u lts  and then punches and suddenly th e  f e a s t  has become a b ra w l. The 
exchange c ite d  e x e m p lif ie s  th e  im p l ic a t iv e  method s u ita b le  to  S tephens ' 
purpose— to  t e l l  th e  s to r y  bu t to  do so th rough  a c u te  in te r a c t io n s  o f  
p e rs o n a li t ie s .
Stephens can c o n s tru c t  a s in g le  phrase so w e ll  co nceived  th a t  i t  
e n c ap su la tes  a c h a r a c te r  a t  once. A t th e  banquet in  Dei rd re  Emer, 
h is  w ife  and Laeg, h is  c h a r io t e e r ,  a re  t r y in g  to  d issu ad e C uchu la in  
from  d r in k in g  any more mead. He r e s is ts  t h e i r  p le a s  u n t i l  Emer com­
p la in s ,  "You w i l l  w ant to  f ig h t  th e  moon and s ta rs  as we go home." Cu-
91c h u la in ,  r e a l iz in g  th e  t r u t h  o f  what she s a y s , acced es. L ik e w is e ,
M aeve's capacious ego is  c a p tu re d  in  h e r own s ta te m e n t. Maeve in s is ts
a g a in s t  A i l  i l l ' s  q u e s t io n in g  th a t  Angus Og was o f  a p ro p e r age to  woo
E ta in . Fergus s id e s  w ith  h e r .  D e lig h te d ly  she tu rn s  in  trium ph to  h er
husband, "You s e e , you see I am r ig h t  a g a in ,"  and when th e  assemblage
applauds h e r , she bows to  them g ra c io u s ly  and in s is ts  th a t  th e  g lasses
92o f  a l l  be f i l l e d  b e fo re  she recommences th e  t a l e .  In  a c o n v e rs a tio n  
w ith  F in e g a s , F ionn re v e a ls  h is  i n d iv id u a l i t y .  When Fionn asks what F i -  
negas would do w ith  a l l  know ledge, he r e p l ie s  th a t  o n ly  w ith  a l l  knowledge  
would he be a b le  to  answ er th e  q u e s t io n . He asks Fionn what he would  
do. Fionn r e p l ie s ,  " I  w ould  make a p o e m ." ^  Such a s ta te m e n t re v e a ls  
F io n n 's  p r e d i le c t io n  to w ard  th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  wisdom.
The I r is h  sagas a re  g e n e r a l ly  o f  th e  n o b i l i t y ,  n o t th e  common 
p e o p le ; the  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  is ,  o f  c o u rs e , backed up by th e  " la r g e r  more
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3kb la r in g ,  and y e t  more s t a t e ly  to n e"  o f  th e  sag as. Stephens In t e r ­
p re ts  th is  s ta te ly  to n e  th ro u g h  th e  g ran d eu r o f  a c t io n ,  the hero ism  o f  
th e  c h a ra c te r 's  ach ie v e m e n ts . One m ight n o te  in  th is  ve in  th e  adven­
tu re s  o f  A r t in  "Becuma o f  th e  W h ite  S k in ,"  o r  th e  In c re d ib le  m eta­
morphoses o f  Tuan mac C a i r i l l  through c e n tu r ie s ,  o r  th e  bravado o f  
Maeve in her e n co u n ter w ith  E th a l A nb u a l. How ever, Stephens makes o f  
th ese  c h a ra c te rs  re a l human beings who a re  c o n t r o l le d  by t h e i r  passions  
and i f  they  be la r g e r  th an  l i f e  by v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  accom plishm ents and 
a b i l i t i e s ,  t h e i r  weaknesses loom e q u a lly  la r g e  to  ba lan ce  th e  o v e r a ll  
appearance. For exam p le , in  Conachur S tephens has o f fe re d  such a f ig u r e .  
Conachljr is  a s e n s u a lis t  who f in d s  in  h is  s e ig n o r ia l  r ig h ts  th e  f in a l  
e s tim a tio n  o f  h is  power as k in g . Thus, as he reco u n ts  to  Lavarchem , he 
In s is te d  on h is  s o v e re ig n  p r iv i le g e  w ith  Emer, th e  b r id e  o f  C u c h u la in . 
Conachur is  s e n s it iv e  to  C u c h u la in 's  je a lo u s y ;  m o reo ver, th e  v a lu e  o f  
th e  a c t  l ie s  more in  i t s  p ro o f o f  C u c h u la in 's  lo y a l t y  than in g r a t i f i ­
c a t io n  o f  h is  p le a s u re . For th ese reasons he agrees no t so much as to  
touch Emer as long as th e  re s t  o f  th e  c o u rt and th e  people know he s le p t  
w ith  h e r . C u c h u la in , how ever, in s is ts  t h a t  Fergus s le e p  w ith  th e  p a i r  
as s u re ty  th a t  the  K in g 's  word is  good. In  th e  in te r p la y  o f  d e s ir e ,  ap­
p e aran ce , p r iv i l e g e ,  and r ig h ts  Stephens e v o lv e s  a v e ry  human scen e, 
fu r th e r in g  i t s  im pact even more through C o nachur's  a b i l i t y  w ith  h in d s ig h t  
to  make l ig h t  o f  th e  w h o le  in c id e n t ,  to  reco u n t hum orously how crowded 
he was and what an u n c o m fo rta b le  n ig h t he spent between a g i r l  who had
95albows l ik e  " l i v e  b o d k in s "  and a " v a s t b u llo c k "  o f  a man.
Conachtfr, l i k e  a l l  e f f e c t iv e  c h a r a c te r s ,  is  m u lt i-d im e n s io n a l. A
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capab le  le a d e r  as proved by th e  kingdom ’ s choosing him as t h e i r  k ing
in s te a d  o f  th e  r ig h t f u l  k in g  F e rg u s , he is  a good monarch who "cou ld
96spend h im s e lf  so e n d le s s ly  f o r  h is  re a lm ."  A t h is  b e s t ,  "n o t tim e
nor thought co u ld  b lu n t th e  edge o f  h is  b o d ily  o r  m ental e n e rg y , so
v as t was i t ,  and m is fo rtu n e  b ea t as u n a v a i l in g ly  a g a in s t  him as the  
97w ind d id  a g a in s t  oaken E m ania ." But such is  h is  e s te rn a l n a tu re .
T h is  same la rg e s s e  works a g a in s t h is  peace o f  m ind. D e ird re  knows
him : "O n ly  I and Lavarcham know th a t  t e r r i b l e  k in g . He is  th o u g h tfu l.
He is  b i t t e r  and u n fo rg iv in g , and h is  memories a re  ro o ted  deep l i k e  th e  
98roots  o f  a deep t r e e . "  I t  is  p r e c is e ly  h is  u n fo rg iv in g  memory th a t  
b rin g s  about th e  tra g e d y . Conachur in  h is  e x e r t io n  o f  h is  w i l l  has 
acq u ired  two " v ic t im s "  by th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  s to ry — F erg u s , because 
he has s p i r i t e d  away th e  c o n tro l o f  h is  kingdom , and M aeve, whom Cona­
chur in  r e t r ib u t io n  fo r  h er hav in g  k i l l e d  h is  f i r s t  w if e  raped b e fo re  
the? r m a rr ia g e .
Conachur is  fo rc e d  to  see h is  v u ln e r a b i l i t y  where women a re  con­
cerned by M aeve's a b i l i t y  to  win argum ents w ith  him and f i n a l l y  to  get 
co m p le te ly  away from  him w ith  a l l  h e r  goods in t a c t .  He Is  fu r t h e r  hu­
m il ia te d  by h e r  re fu s a l to  honor h is  im p lo r in g  messages to  h e r to  re tu r n .  
And w orse, she appears i r r e p la c e a b le  f o r  Conachdir " c o u ld  no t e x is t  w ith  
a tame m ate. . . .She s a t is f ie d  c ra v in g s  o f  h is  n a tu re  w hich he h im s e lf  
but d im ly  u n d e rs to o d .""^  M aeve's le a v in g  has a c o rro d in g  e f f e c t  on 
Conachljr f o r  to  b a lk  him is  to  erode h is  s e l f - im a g e . H er p re m e d ita te d  
le a v e ta k in g  s e ts  th e  s tage fo r  th e  d e t e r io r a t io n  th a t  s e ts  in  a f t e r  
D e ird re 's  lo s s .
Conachtfr is  locked in  a p a t te r n  o f  sexu al f a i l u r e .  D e ird re  opens
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w ith  f r u s t r a t io n  th rough  p e r fe c t ly  n a tu ra l causes when he is  den ied  
h is  s e ig n o r ia l  r ig h ts  w ith  F e lim td 's  w ife  because she is  in  c h i ld b i r t h .  
The opening ch a p te rs  q u ic k ly  revea l both  th e  afo rem en tio n ed  d e p a rtu re  
o f  Maeve and a p re v io u s  In c id e n t  when he was denied s e ig n o r l ty  w ith  
C u c h u la in 's  w ife  Emer. Thus when he f i r s t  sees D e ird re  as a grown woman, 
h is  f i r s t  im pulse is  q u ic k ly  to  s a t is f y  h is  sexual u rg ln g s , a course o f  
a c tio n  Lavarcham p r e c ip i t a t e ly  squelches by re fu s in g  to  a l lo w  h is  soon- 
to -b e  queen and h e r "babe" to  be debauched. Thus when D e ird re  runs away 
w ith  N a o is e , Conachur is  b a lked  fo r  th e  fo u r th  t im e , a freq u en cy  which  
tends to  account f o r  th e  fearsomeness o f  h is  revenge. As Stephens com­
m ents, w ith  h is  "tem peram ent, h is  fu r io u s  p ass io n s , h is  h a b it  o f  command, 
and h is  en d less  c le v e rn e s s , he [ is  cap ab le  o f  being] a v e ry  madman f o r  
je a lo u s y "  he is  "c o ld -m in d e d , fu rio u s -b lo o d e d ."^ ® ®
The loss o f  D e ird re  re s te d  h e a v ily  upon Conachur's v e ry  s o u l.  
Stephens p ic tu re s  him : "Conachur s to o d , a lo n e , w ith  h is  f i s t s  c losed
and h is  eyes c lo s e d ; l is t e n in g  to  th e  w h isp ers  th a t  were an inch  away 
and a hundred m ile s  away, th a t  were o v e r him and under him and in him; 
l is te n in g  to  the  b la n c h in g  o f  h is  fa c e  and to  th e  l iq u e fy in g  o f  h is  
bones; l is te n in g  in  a rage o f  c u r io s i ty  and woe. . . And seven
y ears  l a t e r  in  response to  Lavarcham 's p le a  fo r  h e lp  f o r  th e  e x i le s  a -  
g a in s t  the k in g  o f  S c o tla n d , he r e p l ie s ,  "Young men go w i ld  a t  t im e s , 
and i t  is n o t to ld  o f  as i t  is .  . . . I t  is  savagery in  th e  b lo o d , and 
p a in  in  th e  bone, and greed and d e s p a ir  in  the mind. I t  is  to  be t h i r ­
s ty  in  the n ig h t  and unslaked  in  the day. I t  is  to  c a r ry  memory l ik e  a 
th o rn  in th e  h e a r t .  I t  is to  d r ip  o n e 's  blood as one w a lk s .
One more p o in t  co ncern ing  the c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  Conachur is  h is
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g re a t c le v e rn e s s . Because t h is  c le v e rn e s s  ran to  d ia b o l ic a l  s t r a in s ,  
i t  p reven ted  t r u e  g re a tn e s s . He was n e a r enough to  g re a tn e s s  to  have 
the  lo ve and t r u s t  even o f  h is  v ic t im s  but " o n ly  th e  g r e a t  escape s la ­
v e ry , and he was th e  s la v e  to  h is  ego and w ould be w h i p p e d . O n  
th is  no te  Stephens in tro d u c e s  a most in te r e s t in g  fa c e t  o f  C onachur's  
p e r s o n a lity .  Conachtfr was e m o tio n a lly  m a s o c h is tic . Though to  a l l  
outward appearances a f t e r  any d is a p p o in tm e n t he m ight fu n c t io n  in  h is  
a d m in is t r a t iv e  c a p a c ity  as i f  n o th in g  had happened, in  a c t u a l i t y  he 
would brood upon s l ig h t s  and in ju r ie s  a lm o st to  the  p o in t  o f  madness:
" i t  was to  escape such a memory t h a t  he p lunged in to  a f f a i r s  and 
banquets and a w hole r o is t e r in g  s e l f -e x p e n d itu r e  w hich w ould  have de­
v i t a l i z e d  any o th e r  man. He p ro lo n g ed  h is  day u n t i l  i t  c o u ld  n o t fo r  
very  w earin ess  be f u r t h e r  e x te n d e d , and then he went to  bed . No: he
went to  D e ir d r e 's  bed where N ao ise  s le p t ,  and o v e r w hich he hovered
s le e p le s s , though in  s le e p , and in  a to rm en t th a t  po isoned  th e  v e ry
104
s u n lig h t when he aw akened." T h is  same m a s o c h is tic  tend en cy  is  e v id e n t  
in  h is  fe e lin g s  f o r  Fergus. The wrong t h is  tim e  was com m itted by Cona­
chur w ith  F erg u s ' m ild -m annered  a c q u ie s c e n c e , but Conachur is  o b v io u s ly  
bothered by g u i l t  f e e l in g s :  "He looked  lo v in g ly  and m i ld ly  on Fergus
because he h a ted  Fergus and had wronged him so b i t t e r l y  t h a t  he must 
wrong him y e t  more in j u s t i f i c a t i o n . " ^ ^  And he does so when he uses 
Fergus to  b r in g  N ao ise  and D e ird re  back to  him a t  th e  Red Branch so th a t  
he m ight e x a c t h is  vengeance.
I t  is  in  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  Conachur th a t  Stephens is  a t  h is  b e s t .
More than s im p ly  th e  re a l focus o f  Dei r d r e , as some c r i t i c s  have assessed
him , Conachur may be a ls o  th e  most e x p e r t ly  drawn o f  a l l  o f  S tephens '
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saga c h a ra c te rs .
Brandon Saul has term ed Stephens a " f i c t i o n i s t  d e s tin e d  to  be­
come a m aster a t  b u ild in g  up d ra m a tic  e f f e c t  by re le a s in g  su cc e s s iv e  
b r ie f  j e t s  o f  e la b o r a t io n  u n t i l — p a r a l le l in g  th e  p h y s ic a l manner o f  
a c e r ta in  typ e  o f  f ir e w o r k s — a c lim a x  o f  in c r e d ib le  s u rp r is e  f lo w e rs  
out on th e  darkness o f  th e  m in d ." ^ ^  In h is  d e s c r ip t iv e  fa s h io n  Saul 
is  e v a lu a t in g  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th e  d e t a i l  w ith  w hich Stephens in fu s e s  h is  
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s .  A t a moment o f  h ig h  d ra m a tic  in t e n s i t y ,  t h a t  mo­
ment when Lavarcham must t e l l  Conachur o f  D e ir d r e 's  e lo p e m e n t, she 
sim ply b u t w ith  s h a t te r in g  e f f e c t  u t te r s  two w ords— "S h e 's  g o n e ."
But w h ile  h er words a re  s tu n n in g  u n d e rs ta te m e n t, h e r a c tio n s  a re  h y p e r­
b o lic  and y e t  p e r f e c t ly  ad ap ted  to  th e  image o f  a d e v o te d ly  m eth o d ica l 
person whose most c a r e f u l ly  l a id  p lan  has sudden ly  c o lla p s e d . Stephens  
d escrib es h e r th u s :
She was a l l  a d in  and w h ir l  and s w i r l ,  as though  
th e  w inds t h a t  raged in  gu st and c o u n te rc u rre n t  
th rough h e r  b ra in  were b low ing  h er a lo n g . . . .
G re a t s ig h s  b ro ke  from  h e r m is e ra b le  h e a r t ;  o r  
she was so s h a tte re d  by d ry  sobbings th a t  i t  
seemed h e r bones must p a r t  company w ith  h e r  f le s h  
and w ith  each o th e r .  . . .w ith  h e r two hands 
g rip p e d  on h e r mouth she squeezed back a medley o f  
scream s, and l is t e n e d ,  as in  amazement, to  th e  
th in  w h in in g s  t h a t  fo rc e d 7through th e  crooked  
spaces in  h e r  f in g e r s . "
L ik e w is e , d e t a i l  h e ig h te n s  th e  re a lis m  o f  C onachur's  a n t ic ip a t io n  in  
the  " l i t t l e  th in g s "  o f  m a rr ia g e  w hich he in te n d s  to  share w ith  D e ird re :  
"One day , 0 shy c lu s t e r  o f  d e l ig h t ,  you w i l l  s in g  to  me: my h a rp e r s h a ll
l is te n  to  th a t  when I can b e a r a com panion, f o r  I may grudge a s ig h t  o r  
a sound o f  you even to  th e  men o f  a r t .  I s h a ll  see yo u r h a i r  done o th e r -
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w is e , and th is  way a g a in . I s h a ll  see you s t i r  about me, t h is  s id e  
and th a t  and backw ards; a thousand harm onies o f  movement th a t  I d iv in e  
and a thousand th a t  i know n o th in g  o f . " ' ^  D e ta i l  a ls o  tra n s m its  
Stephens' own a t t i t u d e  tow ard  h is  c h a ra c te rs . In  "The Wooing o f  B ec- 
f o la "  S tephens ' p r e ju d ic e  a g a in s t  pompous p io s i t y  is  e v id e n t  in  h is  des­
c r ip t io n  o f  th e  c l e r i c  who comes to  accuse B e c fo la  o f  t ra n s g re s s in g  
th e  S abbath . He is  a " la n k - ja w e d , th in -b ro w e d "  b ro th e r  whose " f in g e r s  
o f  h is  r ig h t  hand s tra n g le d  and d id  to  d eath  th e  f in g e r s  o f  h is  l e f t  
h a n d . " ^  S tep h en s ' d e t a i l  a ls o  m ight be used s im p ly  to  tra n s m it  th e  
p ic t o r ia l  q u a l i t y  o f  a c e r t a in  scene. S tep h en s ' e v id e n t  f e e l in g  fo r  
n a tu re  is  e v in c e d  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  sea in  "Becuma o f  th e  W h ite  
S k in ."  Conn th e  Hundred F ig h te r  has s e t s a i l  in  search  o f  a remedy to  
Ir e la n d 's  p la g u e s ; a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  boat in  th e  c lu tc h e s  o f  a storm  
v i v i f i e s  th e  p e r i l s  Conn fa c e s :  "W ild  storm s howled by him so th a t  th e
bo at c lim b ed  p a in f u l ly  to  th e  sky on a m i le -h ig h  w ave, balanced  f o r  a 
ten se  moment on i t s  le v e l  to p , and sped down th e  g la s s y  s id e  as a s tone  
goes f u r io u s ly  from  a s l i n g . " ^ ^  In h is  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  N e ra 's  t r e k  to  
th e  h i l l  o f  e x e c u tio n  Stephens p a in ts  a p a s tic h e  o f  b la c k s :
He began to  d is t in g u is h  between th e  v a r io u s  
d ark n e s s e s - th a t  la y  about h im , and was aw are o f  
g ra d a tio n s  among th ese  dusks.
H ere th e r e  was th e  b la c k  o f  ebony— i t  was a 
b o u ld e r.
Here was a ske tch y  inco m p le te  b la c k n e s s — i t  
was a bush.
Beyond was n o t a b lackness but a d a rk n e s s , 
and t h a t  was space.
B eneath him  th e re  was a v e lv e t  g loom , and 
th a t  was th e  ground .
And above th e re  was a d ark n e s s , n o t to  be 
d e s c r ib e d , b u t to  be fo u g h t  o f ,  as a movement, 
and th a t  was th e  sky.
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Stephens' d e t a i ls  o f  n a tu ra l phenomenon may a ls o  be lin k e d  to  the  
a c tio n  o f  th e  p lo t  even to  th e  p o in t  o f  "cosm ic sym pathy." Evidence  
o f t h is  a b i l i t y  may be found in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  dawn ju s t  p r io r  
to  th e  f i r i n g  o f  th e  Red Branch:
Far to  th e  e a s t  a l i v i d  gleam  appeared . The d a rk ­
ness o f  a summer n ig h t ,  w hich Is  y e t  a t w i l i g h t ,  
was shorn o f  i t s  s o f t  b e a u ty , and in th e  a i r  th e re  
moved im p e rc e p tib ly  and vo lu m in o u s ly  a s p e c tra l ap­
p a r i t io n  o f  dawn. A h a rs h , g re y , iron -bound  u p p er-  
w o rld  brooded on a c h i l l  and w r in k le d  e a r th . The 
k in g 's  eyes and th e  eyes o f  h is  c a p ta in  scanned each  
o th e r  from  c o lo u r le s s , b le a k  fa c e s . There was no 
hue in  t h e i r  garm ents; t h e i r  s h ie ld s  were d u l l  as 
d e a th ; and t h e i r  hands, each c lu tc h in g  a weapon, 
seemed l i k e  th e  k n o tte d  claw s o f  g o b lin s . A 
s lo w , sad e x h a la t io n  came from th e  k in g 's  g re y  l i p s ,  
l i k e  th e  p la in t  o f  some g rim  merman o f  th e  s e a , 
r is in g  away and a lo n e  th e  chop and shudder
o f  h is  dism al w a te r s ."
Stephens fo llo w s  th e  C e l t i c  p r e d i le c t io n  f o r  d e t a i l in g  p a r t ic u la r  
scenes o f  b a t t l e .  Stephens w r i te s  as would th e  C e l t ic  w r i t e r  w ith  d i r e c t ­
ness but no unnecessary v iv i f i c a t i o n s  o f  v io le n c e  in  th e  d ea th  o f  lo l la n  
in  De ? rd r e . C o n a ll Cearnach b e lie v e s  F ia c h ra  to  be Conachur and him to  
be in m o rta l danger from  l o l la n :  "He b u rs t h is  b lu e -g re e n  sp ear through
the press and th rough  th e  back o f  lo l l a n . "  When he d is c o v e rs  h is  m is­
ta k e , he is  a p p a lle d :  " 'B y  my h a n d ,' s a id  C onall f i e r c e l y ,  ' I  s h a ll undo
some o f  what I have d o n e ,' and w ith  one s id e  tw is t  o f  th e  sword he l i f t e d  
the head from  F i a c h r a . B u t  f o r  pure d ram atic  d e t a i l  no scene in S te ­
phens surpasses w hat A u g u stin e  M a r t in  c a l ls  a "m arvelous to u r  de fo r c e " —  
the defense o f  th e  Red Branch by D e ird re  and the  sons o f  Usna. D e ird re ,  
N aoise , h is  two b ro th e rs  Ardan and A in n le ,  and th e  two sons o f  Ferg u s , 
Buinne and lo l la n ,  have been e s c o rte d  to  th e  Red Branch. The fo r t r e s s
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Is  secured by s e v e ra l heavy bronze doors and th e  p a r ty  fe e ls  r e la t iv e ly  
s a fe  u n t i l  a ram Is  th r u s t  In to  one o f  th e  d o o rs . Aware th a t  not even 
those doors can s tand  ramming In d e f i n i t e l y ,  N ao ise  decides th a t  the  
young w a r r io rs  would essay ou t s in g ly  and in  p a ir s  a t  in te r v a ls  and 
through d i f f e r e n t  d o o rs . H is p lan  is  to  i n f l i c t  enough mayhem and 
d is ru p t io n  to  d e m o ra lize  th e  a t ta c k in g  s o ld ie r s  and h a l t  th e  ramming.
The s o r t ie s  a r e  more th an  the  e x c it in g  fa r e  e x p ected  o f  a h e ro ic  t a l e ,  
fo r  Stephens m a s te r fu l ly  o rc h e s tra te s  th e  go ings ou t and th e  comings 
in  w ith  a b re a th le s s  suspense th a t  f o r  th e  moment leaves  th e  reader  
alm ost fo r g e t t in g  th a t  th ese  e f f o r t s  a re  doomed. The s o r t ie s  a re  ac­
com plished w ith  such s k i l l ,  d a r in g , and h ig h  s p i r i t s ,  w ith  such courage  
and fin e s s e  th a t  t h e i r  escap ing  c o m p le te ly  becomes a ve ry  re a l p o s s i­
b i l i t y .  But th e re  a re  two developm ents on which N aoise had not p lanned , 
B uin n e 's  d e s e r tio n  and C a th fa 's  c o n ju r a t io n . A f t e r  th e  f i r s t  s o r t ie  
B u in n e ’ b i t t e r l y  r a i l s  a g a in s t  Naoise f o r  in t e r f e r in g  in h is  own combat. 
Buinne in h is  y o u th fu l p r id e  w i l l  not t o le r a t e  h e lp  from  anyone. His  
disagreem ent w ith  N ao ise  is  the  m o tiv a tio n  f o r  h is  abandonment o f  the  
group in  response to  C onachur's  o f f e r  o f  land  and p o s it io n ,  lo l la n ,  
B u in n e 's  b r o th e r ,  how ever, goes out a lo n e  in s in g le  combat to  recoup 
th e  loss o f  h is  fa m i ly 's  honor. H is c h a lle n g e  is  met by F ia c h ra , son 
o f  Conachur, bu t lo l l a n  is  k i l l e d  by C o n a ll Cearnach who b e lie v e s  F iach ra  
to  be Conachdr h im s e lf .  The defenders now down to  th r e e ,  the  fo r t r e s s  
is  s e t to  th e  to rc h  and Naoise makes p la n s  f o r  t h e i r  f in a l  escape. W ith  
D e ird re  and Ardan in th e  m id d le  and N aoise a t  th e  head and A in n le  a t  
the  r e a r ,  th e  fo u r d a r t  o u t a t  the  b e s e ig e rs  who f a l l  back under the on­
s la u g h t. In  re p ly  to  C onachur's  f r a n t i c  u rg in g s , C a th fa  c as ts  a s p e ll
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and th e  fo u r  b e lie v e  them se lves  to  be caught by a f lo o d .  One m ight note  
th e  pace and s u rre a lis m  o f  t h is  passage: "N ao ise  dropped on one knee,
rose a g a in , leaped h igh  in  th e  a i r  and dropped ag a in  on h is  knee. D e ir ­
d re f e l l  to  th e  ground and rose up g a s p in g . Ardan r o l le d  over on h is  
back, tossed  h is  s h ie ld  aw ay, and came s lo w ly  up a g a in , b e a tin g  the  a i r
w ith  h is  hands. A in n le  w ent h a l f  way down, rose a g a in , and continued  
11 kh is  advance on t i p t o e . "  D e ird re  and th e  Sons o f  Usna a re  ta k e n .
Stephens p ro v id e s  c e r t a in  p e c u la r i t ie s  o f  te c h n iq u e  in  d e a lin g  
w ith  th e  o v e r a l l  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  s t o r ie s .  One in t e r e s t in g  te c h ­
n iq u e  is  h is  s to ry  w ith in  a s to r y ,  o r  as L loyd Fran ken b erg  c a l ls  i t  a 
"n e s t o f  t ra n s lu c e n t  b o x e s . I n  th e  s to ry  o f  Tuan mac C a i r e l l  th is  
te c h n iq u e  is  a b b re v ia te d  in  th a t  th e  d e te rm in ed  a s s a u lt  by F in n ia n , the  
Abbot o f  M o v i l le ,  on T u a n 's  paganism  is  m ere ly  th e  end p ie c e s  to  the  
la r g e r  s to ry  o f  h is  m etam orphoses. T h is  s ty le  is  a m p l i f ie d  in "Mon- 
g a n 's  F re n z y ,"  w here th e  p lo t  is  o b v io u s ly  more im p o rta n t than th e  
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  Here l i e s  a s to ry  w ith in  a s to r y  w i t h in  a s to r y .
T h is  same abbot is  c o l le c t in g  s t o r ie s .  One C a ir id e  t e l l s  him th e  s to ry  
o f  "Mongan's F re n z y ."  The s to r y  opens as Mongan and h is  company re ­
t r e a t  by a c c id e n t in to  F aery  to  escape a h a ils to r m . P ro v id e d  w ith  a 
fe a s t  by h is  S idhe h o s ts , Mongan ag rees to  t e l l  a s t o r y ,  th e  s to ry  o f  
h is  fo rm e r l i f e  as Fionn and h is  romance w ith  Duv Laca w h ich  h is  p re ­
sent w ife  B ro t ia rn a  had begged him to  r e la t e .  In  In  th e  Land o f  Youth 
th e  te c h n iq u e  serves  as th e  fram ew ork f o r  a lo n g e r w o rk . H ere th e  
s e t t in g  in  M aeve's camp p ro v id e s  one c o n tin u in g  in c id e n t ,  th e  f l i r t a t i o n  
between Maeve and F e rg u s . The book opens w ith  one in c id e n t  th a t  stems 
from  th e  camp i t s e l f — N e ra 's  a d v e n tu re s  w ith  th e  hanged man and h is
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subsequent so journ  in  F a e ry . But th e  o th e r  s to r ie s  a re  n a tu ra l o u t ­
growths o f  th e  banquet on Samhaln Eve and th e  c o n v e rs a tio n  th e re  among 
th e  p r in c ip le s .  On h is  re tu rn  from  F aery  Nera warns Maeve o f  E th a l 
A n b u a l's  p lan s to  a t ta c k  n e x t Samhain Eve. Maeve reminds Nera th a t  she 
had sacked Anbual once b e fo re . The dream o f  Angus is  o f fe r e d  in re p ly  
to  Ferg u s ' q u es tio n s  c o n cern in g  M aeve 's  la s t  en c o u n te r w ith  th e  S idhe o f  
Cruachan f o r  i t  is  she who secured  Caer f o r  Angus. The s to ry  o f  th e  
r iv a l  sw ineherds F ru ic  and R u ch t, who w ere metamorphosed b u l ls  w hich  
Maeve to o k  w ith  h er o u t o f  F a e ry , is  t o ld  by Bove to  th e  Dagda a t  a ban­
q u et which comprised one e p is o d e  o f  th e  "Dream o f  A ngus." Maeve r e la te d  
th e  s to ry  o f  E ta in  to  Fergus in  th e  second h a l f  o f  th e  n a r r a t iv e .  I t  
comes as a response ag a in  to  F e rg u s ' comments about f ig h t in g  th e  S id h e . 
Maeve boasts  th a t  she h e r s e l f  sacked th e  S idhe o f  C onnacht, as Eochaid  
A irem , h e r  u n c le , had sacked th e  S idhe o f  M id ir .
A n o th er aspect o f  S tep h en s ' n a r r a t iv e  te c h n iq u e  is  th e  pacin g  o f  
th e  s to ry  by means o f  c h a p te r  le n g th  and by ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  scenes.
For exam ple , th e  opening c h a p te rs  o f  D e ir d r e , g iv in g  as they do expo­
s i t io n  and background a re  c o m p a ra tiv e ly  lo n g , and more te m p e ra te ly  
paced. As th e  a c tio n  b u ild s  and D e ird re  approaches h e r f a t e f u l  ren d ez­
vous w ith  N a o is e , th e  c h a p te rs  g e t p ro g re s s iv e ly  s h o r te r .  C hapter Tw elve
/
is  a v e ry  s h o rt scene between Lavarcham and Conachur in which c a re ­
f u l l y  Lavarcham m a n ip u la tes  th e  k in g  in to  coming to  see D e ird re . Dropped 
between those ch ap ters  in  w hich D e ir d r e 's  lo n g in g  f o r  romance is  e x ­
panding to  f u l f i l lm e n t  w ith  r a p id i t y ,  i t  serves to  a m p lify  th e  suspense. 
C o n c o m ita n tly , S tephens' s y n ta x  slows o r  a c c e le ra te s  th e  p ace. D e ir d r e 's  
la s s itu d e  in  Chapter N ine is  a c c e n tu a te d  by th e  le n g th  o f  sentence and
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sonorous d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  moon. C h a p te r T w e n ty -fo u r is  fra g m e n te d ,
e x p lo s iv e , as s u its  th e  h y s te r ia  o f  Lavarcham  and th e  suppressed rage  
/
o f  Conachur. Through C hapters  Seven to  Twenty Stephens s u s ta in s  th e
co n v e rs a tio n  w ith  heavy iro n y  in  th e  sense th a t  F a te  is  about to  s t r ik e
p r im a r i iy  th ro u g h  Lavarcham 's In s t in c t iv e  sense o f  u rg en cy . C hapter  
T h ir te e n , l ik e w is e ,  is  b r i e f — th e  a g i t a t io n  o f  Lavarcham is  echoed in  
th e  mind o f  th e  re a d e r  who knows th a t  h e r sense o f  h a s te  is  w e l l -  
founded. The m ach inery  o f  F a te  is  w o rk in g  and Lavarcham 's "moment o f  
t r u th "  is  a r r i v i n g . ^
Stephens uses m o tifs  both  as u n ify in g  fa c to rs  and f o r  in t e r e s t .
In th e  s to ry  o f  E ta in  th e  chess game p la y e d  by Eochaid and M id ir  is
a c l im a c t ic  moment in  th e  t a l e .  But Stephens a m p lif ie s  t h is  in c id e n t
in to  a game m o t i f ,  in  essence th e  a c t in g  o u t o f  s t r a te g y  th a t  pervades  
the  s to r y . E ochaid  and M id ir  a re  lo cked  in  a c o n te s t from  th e  moment 
M id ir  f i r s t  re d is c o v e rs  E ta in .  M id ir  c o n s tru c ts  a p lo y  in  A i l i l l ' s  
lo v es ickn ess  to  b r in g  E ta in  to  a s e c re t  rendezvous. And a t  t h is  moment 
he e x p la in s  to  E ta in  th e  t r u th  o f  h e r p a s t e x p e rie n c e s  in  term s o f  a 
game; h er t r y s t  w ith  A i l i l l  was a game; " a l l  th a t  is  is  o n ly  in  a 
g a m e ." ^ ^  When she w i l l  no t come away w ith  him o f  h e r  own a c c o rd , he 
executes  a second s t r a te g y  w hereby he manuevers Eochaid  in to  y ie ld in g  
h is  queen a p r iz e  in  a chess game and h av in g  f o r f e i t  h is  queen is  
prom ptly  "c h e c k m a te d ."  E o c h a id 's  subsequent m a rs h a llin g  o f  h is  s o l ­
d ie rs  to  p re v e n t  M ld i r 's  c la im in g  h is  p r iz e  is  n o t ac c o rd in g  to  th e  
"gam e's" ru le s  and M id ir  s im p ly  tu rn s  h im s e lf  and E ta in  in to  swans and 
f 1 ie s  away.
O ther m o t ifs  concern S tephens ' fa s c in a t io n  w ith  th e  o c c u lt .  In
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an unpub lished  th e s is  James O 'B rie n  d iscusses S tephens ' theosoph ica l 
b e l ie f s .  Stephens may have a r r iv e d  a t  th e  co n n ectio n  between the oc­
c u l t ,  more p a r t ic u la r ly  theosophy, and th e  sagas th rough  James C ousins' 
book The Wisdom o f  th e  West wh ic h  d iscu ssed  th is  p o in t .  Stephens had, 
o f  c o u rs e , read Madame B la v a ts k y 's  S e c re t D o c tr in e , bu t Stephens jo in e d  
Stephen MacKenna in  a search  in to  th e  I r i s h  p a s t .  A ccording to  O 'B rie n  
Faery is  a c o n s tru c t o f  th e  th eo s o p h ic  t r a d i t i o n . ^ ®  Stephens' ch a ra c ­
te rs  w ith  th e  e x c e p tio n  o f  Nera move f r e e ly  In  and o u t o f  the  O th e r- 
w o rld . More im p o r ta n t ly ,  w ith  i t s  c o n n ectio n  w ith  " h ig h e r  p r in c ip le s "  
Stephens saw in T i r  na n-Og a p la c e  where th e  r e s t r ic t io n s  o f  m ortal 
l i f e  a re  removed somewhat, but w here moral conduct is  th e  norm. The 
land is  t e c h n ic a l ly  governed by th e  im a g in a tio n . In  terms o f  theosophy
S tephens' c h ie f  theme i s ,  acc o rd in g  to  O 'B r ie n , " f r e e in g  o f  the  s p i r i t
119o r  im a g in a tio n  from  th e  bondage o f  th e  i n t e l l e c t  and th e  law . . . . "
S tephens ' in t e r e s t  in  e a s te rn  r e l ig io n  and th e  embodiment o f
o r ie n ta l  p h ilo s o p h y  was fu r t h e r  e v id en ced  in  h is  re v ie w  o f  Cousins'
The Wisdom o f  th e  West in  The I r i s h  Review f o r  1912. Stephens agreed
w ith  Cousins th a t  I r i s h  myth ta le s  w ere accounts  o f  O r ie n ta l  d o c tr in e s .
T h e re fo re , Stephens was most a t t r a c t e d  to  th o se  s to r ie s  connected w ith
p lanes o f  b e in g , r e in c a r n a t io n ,  and m e ta m o rp h o s is "^ ^  Of th e  s to r ie s  in
I r is h  F a iry  T a le s  t h r e e .  "The S to ry  o f  Tuan mac C a i r i l l , "  "The B ir th  o f
121
B ra n ,"  and " O is in 's  M o th e r ,"  deal w ith  m etam orphosized c h a ra c te rs .
"Becuma o f  th e  W h ite  s k in "  c o n ta in s  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  m u lt ip le  p lanes o f  
being and th e  ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  two d im ensions o f  e x is te n c e — the re a l 
w o rld  and t h a t  o f  th e  S id h e— as does "The Enchanted Cave o f  Cesh C o rra n ,"  
"The Wooing o f  B e c fo la "  and "M ongan's F re n z y ."  In In  th e  Land o f  Youth
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th e  t a le  o f  F ru ic  and Rucht and th e  s to ry  o f  E ta in  deal w ith  both meta­
morphoses and w ith  le v e ls  o f  e x is te n c e . The s to ry  o f  Nera and Maeve's  
account o f  th e  sacking  o f  th e  S idhe express th e  concept o f  l i f e  in the  
Sidhe as opposed to  l i f e  in th e  re a l w o rld . And Dei r d r e , though reco rd ­
ing no s u p e rn a tu ra l e v e n ts , n o n e th e le s s  co n ta in s  passages rem in iscen t 
o f  o c c u l t is t  p h ilo s o p h y , fo r  example th e  fo rc e  o f  D e ir d r e 's  d re a m -w ill 
in  N a o is e 's  c a p itu la t io n  and h e r  m o o n -in s tig a te d  re s tle s s n e s s .
One o f  th e  most v iv id  accounts o f  metamorphosis is  Stephens' 
tre a tm e n t o f  th e  tra n s m u ta tio n  o f  E ta in .  Fuamnach m esm erizes E ta in  
w h ile  B re s il  E t a r la in ,  the  D ru id , co n c e n tra te s  h is  w i l l ,  fo rc in g  h is  
tra n c e  in to  h e r  m ind. Fuamnach w h ispers  to  h er to  y i e l d ,  to  g iv e  in to  
th e  power now jo in in g  i t s e l f  to  her own w i l l :
The l ip s  th a t  had suddenly t ig h te n e d  to  a s t r in g  
w ere murmuring "Do n o t m ove," and those eyes th a t  
became b la z in g  suns and s p a rk lin g  p in p o in ts ,  th a t  
widened away in b la c k  caves , and came back in  
w h ite  em ptinesses, h e ld  h e r .
Agony ran in  Eta in 's  v e in s , and exs tasy  ran w ith  
i t  in  h e r mind. She w i l le d  to  be th a t  w hich she 
was commanded. She became a w i l l .  . . .
Green lig h tn in g s  and red . Green soundless th u n ­
d e rs . And a soundless ro a r in g  o f  re d . . . . I n ­
f i n i t e  space was about h e r ;  swooning and i n f i n i t e ;  
I n f i n i t e  and giddy and swooning. . . .B e fo re  th e  
eyes o f  Fuamnach h e r body b lin k e d  sudden ly . I t  ^2  
blew  o u t l ik e  a b lo w n -o u t f la m e . I t  d is a p p e a re d .
In "Becuma o f  th e  W hite S k in " Stephens describ es  th e  many w orlds o f  
e x is te n c e . B eg inn ing  w ith  E a r th , th e  n ex t le v e l was th e  w o rld  o f  the  
S id h e , c o rresp o n d in g  to  c la y ,  th e  M any-Colored la n d , co rrespond ing  to  wa­
t e r ,  th e  Land o f  W onder^corresponding to  f i r e ,  and th e  Land o f  Prom ise,
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I t s  correspondence o b v io u s ly  to  a i r ,  though Stephens c la im s  n o t to
know. In th is  d e s c r ip t io n ,  in t e r e s t in g ly  enough, S tephens e q u a te s  jo y
and good, e v i l  and so rro w . T h is  is  an im p o rtan t key t o  S tep h en s '
personal p h ilo s o p h y : "Joy and s o rro w , o r ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s , good and
e v i l ,  a re  not absent in  t h e i r  degree from  any o f  th e  w o r ld s , f o r  w h ere -
ev e r th e re  is  l i f e  th e re  is  a c t io n ,  and a c tio n  is  b u t th e  e x p re s s io n
123
o f  one o r  o th e r  o f  th ese  q u a l i t i e s . "  Becuma is  s a id  to  be an e a r th  
woman who, having  become e le v a te d  to  th e  M any-C olored Land, most 
s tra n g e ly  re ta in s  such e a r t h ly  p a s s io n . Her fa t e  to  re tu r n  to  th e  e a r th  
and th e  accompanying d e n ia l o f  e n tra n c e  to  any p a r t  o f  th e  S idhe sug­
g e s ts , says S tephens, th a t  th e  S idhe is  c o n tr o lle d  by th e  M any-C o lored  
Land and the  E a rth  by th e  S id h e . These v a rio u s  le v e ls  w ould seem, th e n , 
to  be in h a b ite d  by beings who re s id e  in s p e c i f ic  le v e ls  a c c o rd in g  to  
t h e i r  degree o f  p a s s io n . T h ere  a re  in c id en ces  in  S te p h e n s , how ever, 
th a t  c o n s tru c t th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  a n n ih i la t io n  o f  th e  soul o r  perhaps  
th e  spark o f  l i f e .  Having gone th rough  numerous re in c a r n a t io n s  F ru ic  
and Rucht f ig h t  each o th e r  as b u lls  and f i n a l l y  succeed in  e x te rm in a t in g  
one an o th e r. An a l t e r n a t iv e  punishm ent to  banishm ent f o r  Becuma is  
" d is s o lu t io n  by f i r e .  . .a  d e s tru c t io n  to o  f in a l  f o r  th e  mind to  contem­
p l a t e . " * 2** And in  th e  s to ry  o f  F ionn th e  s la u g h te r  o f  th e  young poets  
by F ia c u il  mac Cona appears  c o m p le te : "He d id  no t le a v e  one poeteen  o f
them a l l .  He p u t them o u t o f  th e  w o rld  and o u t o f  l i f e ,  so t h a t  th ey  
stopped b e in g , and no one cou ld  t e l l  where th ey  w ent o r  what had r e a l ly  
..125
happened to  them ."
A nother o f  th e  o c c u l t i s t  themes in  the  s to r ie s  has to  do w ith  de­
s ir e  i t s e l f  o r  as i t  is  term ed in  th e  ad ven tu res  o f  N e ra , w is h in g .
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Stephens had remarked In  th e  Land o f  Youth th a t  w i l l  c a r r ie d  o u t w is h ;
Maeve i l lu s t r a t e s  th e  fo rc e  o f  th e  phenomenon: "P oets  c o n s t itu te  w is h ,"
126she em phasizes. "M a g ic ia n s  c o n s t i tu te  w i l l . "  Nera d isco vers  th e  im­
p o rtan ce  o f  w ish tn g  fn h is  a d ven tu res  among th e  S idhe o f  E th a l A nbual.
The d e s tru c tio n  o f  M aeve 's  camp th a t  he w itn e s s e d  is  e x p la in e d  to  him as
m ere ly  the  p roduct o f  w is h in g . But in  F aery  w is h in g  is  a te ch n iq u e  whe
127whereby what one d e s ire s  can be brought to  f r u i t i o n .  So th a t  what is
A n b u a l's  wish w i l l  become r e a l i t y  n e x t Samhain Eve. Nera d isc o v e rs
" th a t  what he had reg ard ed  as w is h in g  was m e re ly  a la x  w andering o f  th e
m ind; a s u p e r f ic ia l  fa n c y in g  in  w h ic h , a lth o u g h  h is  sym path ies were e n -
128gaged, h is  mind o r  w i l l  was q u ie s c e n t ."  T h ere  is  an a l t r u i s t i c  s id e  
to  w is h in g ; to  w ish f o r  a th in g  th a t  belongs to  a n o th e r  means two w ishes  
a c t  a g a in s t each o t h e r ,  le a v in g  th e  w is h e rs  in  a m id d le  p la c e  o f  " t o r ­
m e n t."  True w is h in g  is  w is h in g  f o r  what o th e rs  can e n jo y  w ith  one. The 
m y s tic a l accom plishm ent o f  th e  w is h -w i l l  is  th a t  "a  th in g  can be con­
c e iv e d  and e x e rc is e d  in  th e  m ind, bu t when i t  has been so e x e rc is e d  in
the mind th a t  i t  r e a l l y  becomes re a l th e r e ,  i t  th en  becomes re a l in  e v e ry
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p a r t  o f  n a tu re  and in  a l l  th e  w orlds  where l i f e  is  l i v i n g . "
The com pulsion o f  w i s h - f u l 1f i 1 Im ent is  e v id e n t  in  Dei rd re . As 
B re s il  E ta r la im  lean ed  tow ard th e  un su sp ectin g  E ta in  fo rc in g  h is  w i l l  
in to  h e r m ind, so D e ird re  more in n o c e n t ly ,  o f  c o u rs e , had a " d ir e c t io n "  
in  h e r  knowledge o f  N ao ise  and she " le a n e d  th e re  as a r d e n t ly  and uncon­
s c io u s ly  as a f lo w e r  tu rn s  to  th e  s u n ."  Through h e r  b rood ing  on h im , 
she sends u n re s t in to  h is  mind because to  d e s ire  is  to  be incom plete  
and to  be d es iro u s  is  to  make a man dependent on th a t  w hich w i l l  s a t is f y  
d e s ir e ;  seeking  c o n t in u o u s ly , c o n s c io u s ly  o r  s u b c o n s c io u s ly , he is  d ra in e d
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o f  energy and s e l f - s u f f i c ie n c y .  D e s ire , th e n , c re a te s  v u ln e r a b i l i t y  
through dependence, o b l ig a t in g  one to  in te r a c t io n  w ith  th e  r e s t  o f  man­
k in d . T h is  o b l ig a t io n  to  in te r a c t io n  becomes a p a r a d o x ic a lly  s im u l­
taneous source o f  good and e v i l - d o in g .  Stephens e x p la in s  th a t  th e  
"sense o f  sep ara te n e s s  is  v a n i t y ,  and is  th e  bed o f  a l l  w ro n g -d o in g .
For we a re  n o t freed o m , we a re  c o n t r o l ,  and we must subm it to  o u r own 
fu n c tio n  e re  we can e x e r c is e  i t .  Even u n c o n sc io u s ly  we acc e p t th e  r ig h ts  
o f  o th e rs  to  a l l  th a t  we have . . .
Some c r i t i c s  have o b je c te d  to  a m y s tic a l in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  th e  
o ld  sagas; to  do so is  to  fo rc e  a p o s it iv e  answer to  th e  s t i l l  debated  
q u e s tio n  o f  t h e i r  o r ig in  in  e a s te rn  p h ilo s o p h y . T h ere  is  in  such in ­
te r p r e t a t io n  th e  te m p ta t io n  " to  fo rg e t  th e  l i v e l y  hum anity ly in g  a t  th e  
b as is  o f  t h is  c u rio u s  f a b r i c . " ^  I t  is  A ug u stin e  M a r t in 's  c o n te n tio n
th a t  Stephens was e s s e n t ia l l y  using m ystic ism  and theosophy as a means
132f o r  im posing an o rd e r  on th e  o ld  ta le s .  A c tu a l ly  Stephens has taken  
what o c c u lt is m  does n a t u r a l ly  appear in  t h is  saga m a te r ia l  and has t r a n s ­
s c r ib e d  i t  in to  term s t h a t  would y ie ld  th e  g r e a te s t  c r e d i b i l i t y  to  th e  
t a le s .  S tephens does n o t ap pear to  be us in g  th e  ta le s  n e c e s s a r i ly  as a 
v e h ic le  f o r  e x p re s s in g  h is  own o c c u l t is t  v ie w s . He re co g n izes  th e  e a s ­
te rn  p h ilo s o p h y  as a p la u s ib le  e x p la n a tio n  o f  some o f  th e  more u n r e a l is ­
t i c  saga m a t e r ia l .  Under h is  d e f t  hand th e  m a te r ia l  is  a b le  to  s u s ta in  
th e  beau ty  o f  i t s  u n e a r th ly  q u a l i t y  and y e t  r e ta in  i t s  p o s it io n  as p la u ­
s ib le  m o tiv a t io n  f o r  th e  c h a ra c te rs .  I t  is  t h e i r  r e v e la t io n  o f  th e  pe­
c u l i a r i t i e s  o f  human b e h a v io r  th a t  has c a p tu re d  S tephens ' a t t e n t io n ,  
not t h e i r  o c c u l t i s t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
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The s u p e rn a tu ra l app ears  f re q u e n t ly  in  S tep h en s ' re d a c tio n s  as 
commentary on the  S id h e . A l l  o f  th e  s to r ie s  save th a t  o f  Tuan mac 
C a ir e l l  and D e ird re  c o n ta in  some in fo rm a tio n  about th e  Tuatha De 
Danann. To com pile th e  " f a c t s "  about T i r  na n-Og one m ight s im p ly  
exam ine S tephens' s to r ie s  f o r  In fo rm a tio n  about th e  la n d , th e  c h a ra c ­
t e r s ,  and what p a r t i c u la r i z in g  t r a i t s  and p r o p e r t ie s  a re  h e ld  by th e  
S id h e . As regards th e  lan d  i t  is  f i r s t  o f  a l l  a p a r t i c u la r  p la c e .
As in  N e ra 's  a d ven tu re  e n t r y  may be gained o n ly  on Samhain Eve. How­
e v e r ,  o th e r  s to r ie s  re v e a l p ro ta g o n is ts  who l i t e r a l l y  stum ble in to  th e  
w o rld  o f  th e  S idhe a lm o s t as i f  i t  occupied a n o th e r d im en s io n , d i f ­
fe r e n t  y e t  p a r a l le l  w ith  o u r own. There is  a ls o  a t im e  d i f fe r e n c e ;  a 
day in  Faery is  l i k e  s e v e ra l m inutes in th e  m o rta l w o r ld .  In most o f  
th e  s to r ie s  th e  S idhe a r e  v e ry  t o le r a n t  o f  human f o ib le s ,  bu t o cca­
s io n a l ly ,  as w ith  A i l l e n  mac Midna and th e  F e a r D o irch e  and th e  hags o f  
Cesh Coran, th e  S idhe a re  p e r f e c t ly  capab le  o f  m a le f ic e n c e . The S idhe  
are  e x tre m e ly  p o w e rfu l. In  th e  scene in w hich M id i r  asks Eochaid to  pay 
him h is  w ager, the  k in g 's  Champion comes fo rw a rd  and seeks to  do combat 
w ith  M id i r ,  who s im p ly  c la s p s  one hand on h is  s h o u ld e r and shoves him  
e f f o r t le s s ly  to  the  gro u n d . The C a r l ,  in  r e a l i t y  th e  r u le r  o f  th e  
Sidhe o f  Rath C ruachan, e a s i ly  o u ts t r ip s  T h e s s a ly 's  f l e e t e s t ,  c o n tra ry  
to  th e  e x p e c ta tio n s  o f  th e  F ia n n a . In g e n e ra l,  how ever, th e  im p o rta n t  
p o in t  is  th a t  th e  S idhe in  Stephens a re  n e a r ly  id e n t ic a l  in  person and 
c u ltu r e  to  th e  human in h a b ita n ts ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  n o b i l i t y  a t  th a t  
t im e .
Stephens as Shenachie
Stephen Gwynn once s a id  o f  Stephens th a t  he "can become a t  w i l l
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one o f  th e  o ld  s to ry -m a k e rs , and can in v e n t d e t a i l  o f  h is  own w ith
th e  same s o r t  o f  p ic tu re s q u e  e x a g g e ra tio n  th a t  was t h e i r  d e l ig h t .  . . .
Stephens appears to  be making up p a r ts  o f  th e  saga as he goes a -
lon g . . .e x a c t ly  l i k e  what a bard o f  m ed iaeval Ir e la n d  would have put
133in to  one o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  r e c i t a l s ,  i f  he d id  no t f in d  i t  t h e r e ."  
W hether o r  n o t Gwynn's assessment o f  Stephens is  c o r re c t  depends in  
la rg e  measure e x a c t ly  how one c o n s id ers  th e  s k i l l s  o f  th e  a n c ie n t bard .
The b ard  and th e  f i 1 i lea rn ed  th e  sagas by ro te  m em o riza tio n  and 
acco rd in g  to  Kenneth Jackson in  h is  d is c u s s io n  o f  I r is h  t r a d i t io n s ,  the
134
r e c i t a t io n  o f  th e  sagas was not extem poraneous b u t e x a c t .  Dorothy  
Hoare notes in  t h is  same v e in  th a t  th e  most im p o rta n t s t o r ie s ,  those  
considered  " f i r s t  l i n e , "  could  be known by a l l  f ?1 i d , w hereas the  
"second l in e "  o r  le s s  im p o rtan t s to r ie s  were known by o n ly  th e  c h ie f  
f i 1 id . ^  Such m ight in d ic a te  th e  s a n c t i ty  o f  fo rm , th e  c h ie f  s to r ie s  
being  so w e ll  known th ey  were in  no danger o f  b e ing  g a rb le d . One 
m ight s p e c u la te  th a t  t h is  in s is te n c e  on fo rm u la  and e x ac tn ess  m ight 
i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  th e  C e lts  cons id ered  th ese  s to r ie s  fa c tu a l o r  p o s s ib ly ,  
l i k e  B ib l ic a l  s c r ip tu r e s ,  in s t r u c t io n a l  s to r ie s  th a t  w ere h e ld  to  be 
sacred and thus u n a lte r a b le .
The in h e r i to r s  o f  th e  bards and f i 1 id  were th e  s h e n a c h ie s , the  
s t o r y - t e l l e r s  who f a r  from  the  c o u rt and banquet h a l l  s e t t in g  o f  the  
a n c ie n t poets  kep t th ese s to r ie s  and o th e rs  a l i v e  but n o t w ith o u t t h e i r  
own em endations. To many c r i t i c s ,  how ever, th e  terms a re  in te rc h a n g e ­
a b le .  In  H o a re 's  term s Stephens is  a s t y l i s t i c  and c o n cep tu a l descen- 
d en t o f  th e  s h an ach ies ; he is  " f i r s t  and fo rem o st a n a r r a t o r ,  concerned  
w ith  the  c o n c re te  d e f in i t e  t a l e ,  and o n ly  s e c o n d a r ily  concerned w ith
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h is  p a r t ic u la r  re a c tio n s  to  i t .  The s to r y  is  t r e a t e d — f o r  th e  f i r s t  
tim e in  th e  I r i s h  s c h o o l— as an end in  i t s e l f  and n o t as a means to  
an end. He is  a b le  to  grasp th e  s i t u a t io n  as i t  w ould have been , and 
to  make i t  r e - l i v e  by h is  v iv id  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  i t . " ^  On the  o th e r  
hand, Brandon Saul in s is ts  Stephens has " th e  a u d a c ity  and im a g in a tiv e  
exuberance" o f  th e  f i l i  combined w ith  " a r t i s t i c  c o n t r o l"  and " in s t in c t  
fo r  s e le c t iv e n e s s ." ^ ^
As no ted  a b o ve , the  m anuscrip ts  o f  th e  sagas a r e ,  f o r  th e  most 
p a r t ,  more o u t l in e  than th e  t a le  i t s e l f .  S ince o b v io u s ly  S tephens' 
ren d erin g s  a re  expansions o f  th e  o r ig in a l  t a l e ,  h is  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  
these m a n u scrip ts  is  more in th e  n a tu re  o f  a s p i r i t u a l  in h e r ita n c e .
To Stephens th e  s to r y  and the  c h a ra c te rs  a re  o f  f i r s t  im p o rta n c e . The 
ta le s  in  t h e i r  m an u scrip t form  a re  n o t a lw ays co h e re n t and co n tin u o u s; 
Stephens has w ith  th e  f i c t l o n i s t 's  aplomb o rg a n ize d  th e  s to r ie s  and 
c h a ra c te rs  so th a t  to  th e  modern eye th e y  do appear c o h e re n t . S te ­
phens has d e le te d ,  expanded, s e le c te d  ep iso d es  as a good s t o r y - t e l l e r  
would do. Y e t i f  a d e fe c t  m ight be tu rn e d  in to  a p o s i t iv e  p o in t ,  the  
d is c o n t in u ity  o f  such s to r ie s  as "M ongan's F ren zy"  and th e  whole o f  
In th e  Land o f  Youth may be excused on grounds o f  a u t h e n t ic i t y ,  o r  a t  
le a s t  f i d e l i t y ,  to  th e  e p is o d ic  p e c u la r i t ie s  o f  a n c ie n t  I r i s h  n a r r a t iv e .
Stephens is  c e r t a in ly  a s t o r y - t e l l e r ,  n o t ,  as H. V . F a c k le r  p o in ts  o u t ,
1 38
"a m o r a lis t  o r  an e x p e rim e n ta l n o v e l is t . "  But as H oare  e x p la in s , in  
the  "pauses o f  th e  s to ry "  he is  a t  l i b e r t y  to  g iv e  " h is  own r e f le c ­
t io n s  and p h ilo s o p h y , and by t h is  " c u r io u s "  te c h n iq u e  Stephens i l ­
lu s t r a te s  " n a tu r a l  a f f i n i t i e s  by tem peram ent w ith  th e  m a tte r  he d eals
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S tephens ' f i r s t  c r e d e n t ia l  w as, o f  c o u rs e , th a t  he was an I r i s h ­
man. I t  is  u n th in k a b le ,  c e r t a in ly ,  th a t  Stephens w ould have n o t had 
the  o p p o r tu n ity  to  be f a m i l i a r  w ith  a t  le a s t  some o f  th e  I r i s h  ta le s  
to ld  by th e  t r a d i t io n a l  s t o r y - t e l l e r s .  He was a f t e r  a l l  o f  a p eo p le  
who tre a s u re d  t r a d i t i o n .  Even th e  language o f  h is  s to r ie s  is ,  as 
Gwynn would p o in t  o u t ,  "such E n g lis h  as w ould be n a tu ra l f o r  an I r i s h ­
man to  use when t e l l i n g  a s t o r y ."  Stephens may use p h raseo lo g y  o cca ­
s io n a l ly  th a t  seems a d e l ib e r a te  a tte m p t a t  e th n ic  a m b ig u ity , b u t h is  
w r it te n  v e rs io n s  r e ta in  a l l  th e  p ic tu re s q u e n e s s , th e  im m ediacy, th e  
a u th o r ia l  in te r p o la t io n s  o f  an o r a l l y  p re s e n te d  n a r r a t iv e .  Contempo-
1 4or a r ie s  o f  Stephens n o ted  h is  g i f t  f o r  o ra l r e c i t a t io n .  B e n e d ic t
K ie ly  says o f  S tephens ' D e ird re  th a t  i t  is  to ld  " w ith  the b le n d in g  o f
e la b o ra t io n  and b re a th le s s  speed w ith  w hich s to r ie s  a re  t o ld  in  th e
b r ig h t  p la c e  between th e  f i r e  and th e  w a l l " ;  even t h a t  which seems
modern p s y c h o a n a ly tic  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  c h a ra c te r  h ere  is  in  keep in g  w ith
141th e  te c h n iq u e  o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  s t o r y - t e l l e r .
On th e  s u b je c t  o f  S tephens ' ir re v e re n c e  in  th e  h a n d lin g  o f  even
th e  most s e r io u s  o f  th e  s t o r ie s ,  i t  must be p o in te d  o u t th a t  S tephens '
humor d id  n o t im ply r id ic u le  bu t ra th e r  i t  to o  is  in  th e  fa s h io n  o f
the  e x p e r t n a r r a to r  who was aware o f  th e  need to  v a ry  h is  p a c e , though
anyone who reads S tephens is  u s u a lly  aware th a t  th e  m ix tu re  o f  modes
is  a ls o  an e x te n s io n  o f  S tephens ' own n a tu re . M o reo ver, i t  sh ou ld  be
n o te d ,th a t  as Chadwick o b s e rv e s , th e  " d ig n i f ie d  and f a s t id io u s  to n e ' o f
much h e ro ic  l i t e r a t u r e  is  n o t p re s e n t in  th e  o ld  I r i s h  sagas w ith  th e
142p o s s ib le  e x c e p tio n  o f  th e  Tochmarc E t a in . L ik e w is e , S tep h en s ' 
g ro te s q u e r ie  to o  is  t r a d i t i o n a l ;  in  th e  saga Chadwick f in d s  e v id e n c e  o f
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" lo v e  o f  the  g ro tesque and th e  f a n t a s t ic  and o f  rough h o rs e p la y ."
The s o r t ie s  a t  th e  Red B ran ch , th e  death-m ask fa c e s  o f  Fuamnach and 
B r e s ll  E ta r la lm , th e  h o r r ib le  appearance o f  th e  fo u r  daughters  o f  
Conaran o r  the  Hag a t  th e  M i l l ,  th e  e n t i r e  s to ry  o f  th e  braw l a t  
A l le n ,  the  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  C a rl o f  th e  Drab C oat— a l l  i l l u s t r a t e  
Stephens ' a b i l i t y  to  shock w ith o u t  s ic k e n in g , to  ju x ta p o s e  th e  dan­
gerous and th e  humorous and to  make th e  re p u ls iv e  in te r e s t in g  and 
th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l b e l ie v a b le .
Stephens w r ite s  in  In th e  Land o f  Youth t h a t  te a c h in g  is  some- 
]kktim es th e  message o f  th e  s to r y .  Though i t  be s o , such purpose be­
comes one w ith  the  n a r r a t iv e 's  o th e r  ra iso n  d 'e t r e — to  s t im u la te  th e  
im a g in a tio n  and im plem ent jo y .  Stephens has re tu rn e d  both p u rp o s e fu lly  
and i n t u i t i v e l y  to  a tim e  when s t o r y - t e l l in g  was an in te g r a l p a r t  o f  
l i f e  and thus has o f fe r e d  t a le s  imbued w ith  the  very  sense o f  l i f e  I t ­
s e l f .  I f ,  as Alwyn Rees i n s is t s ,  th e  a r t  o f  s t o r y - t e l l i n g  does n o t  
depend upon th e  newness o f  th e  t a le  but the o r i g i n a l i t y  o f  th e  t e l l e r ,  
then Stephens is  m easurab ly  s u c c e s s fu l, causing what is  o ld  to  appear  
q u ite  o r ig in a l  and augm enting th e  lessons o f  a n t iq u i t y  w ith  an in im ita b le  
run n in g  commentary o f  h is  own o b s e rv a tio n s  about h is  fe l lo w  man a t  w h at­
e v e r tim e  p e rio d  he m ight have l iv e d .
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CHAPTER TWO-FOOTNOTES
^Augustine M a r t in ,  James Stephens: A C r i t i c a l  S tudy (To tow a, New
J ersey : Rowman and L i t t l e f i e l d ,  1 9 7 7 ), p . 1 4 6 .
^R ichard J . F in n e ra n , e d . , The L e t te rs  o f  James Stephens (New 
York: M acm illan  P u b lis h in g  Company, I n c . ,  1 9 7 4 ) ,  P- 6 l .
^F in ne ran , p . 2 53 -
\ j .  J . O 'C o n o r, Changing I r e la n d :  L i t e r a r y  Backgrounds o f  the
I r is h  Free S ta te  188 9 -1 9 2 2  (Cam bridge: H a rv a rd  U n iv e r s i ty  P re s s , 192*0 ,
pp. 2 4 -2 5 .
"’O 'Conor, p . 189-
^ F in n e ra n , pp. 2 4 0 -2 4 1 .
^ F in ne ran , pp. 255» 257 -
o
F in n e ra n , p . 2 9 7 .
g
F in n e ra n , p . 173.
'°F in n e ra n , p . 173*
n F in n e ra n , p . 2 4 9 -
^ F in n e r a n , p . 2 4 9 . E rn e s t Boyd in I r e la n d 's  L i t e r a r y  Renaissance  
re p o rts  th a t  Stephens th o u g h t o f  h is  f i v e - e p ic  c y c le  as an I r is h  A rab ian  
N ig h ts .
^ F in n e r a n , pp. 2 4 6 -2 4 7 .
^ M a r t in ,  p . 127.
^ P .  W. J o yce , O ld  C e l t i c  Romances (London: D avid  N u tt ,  1 8 9 4 ), p . v
p. v i i .
1^ M a rt in , p . 127-
^ B e n e d ic t  K ie ly ,  Modern I r is h  F ic t io n :  A C r i t iq u e  (D u b lin : G o l-
der Eagle Books, L t d . ,  1 9 5 0 ) ,  pp. 5 9 “60.
^ D o ro th y  H o a re , The Works o f  M o rr is  and Y ea ts  in  R e la tio n  to  E a r ly  
Saga L i te r a tu r e  (C am b rid g e: Cambridge U n iv e r s i ty  P re s s , 1 9 3 7 ), p . 134.
^ R o b in  F lo w er i d e n t i f i e s  t h is  s to ry  w ith  th a t  o f  F in ta n  mac Bochra 
and presumes th e  p ro ta g o n is ts  to  be id e n t ic a l .
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20Lady Augusta G reg o ry , Gods and F ig h t in g  Men (1 9 0 4 ; r p t .  New Y o rk :  
O xford U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1 9 7 0 ) , p . 152.
2 ^James S tephens, Ir?  sh Fai ry  T a le s  (New Y o rk : The M acm illan  Com­
p any, 1 9 4 6 ), p. 147. Subsequent re fe re n c e s  to  t h is  work w i l l  be a b b re ­
v ia te d  I FT.
22A. H. Leahy, H e ro ic  Romances o f  Ir e la n d  (1 9 0 6 ; r p t .  New Y o rk :
Lemma P u b lis h in g  C o rp o ra tio n , 1 9 7 ^ ), l»  p . 14.
^ S te p h e n s  in h is  Times a r t i c l e  on myth makes re fe re n c e  to  R. I .  
B e s t's  t r a n s la t io n  o f  th e  s to ry  o f  A r t ,  son o f  Conn.
2V in n era n , p. 2 41 .
2^Robin F lo w e r, The I r i  sh T ra d i t io n  (O x fo rd : The C larendon P re s s , 
1 9 4 8 ), p. 9 .
26The source o f  Angus' dream is  th e  A is l in g e  Aenguso o f  th e  E gerton  
1782 m anu scrip t. N e ra 's  ad v e n tu re  is  the  E c h tra  N era i in  th e  Ye H ow  
Book o f  Lecan and th e  E gerton 1782 m a n u s c rip t.
2^The m o tif  o f  th e  dream g i r l  who causes lo v e  s ickness is  p o p u la r  
in  sagas. Myles D i l lo n  in h is  E a r ly  I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  c ite s  th e  E c h tra  
C o n li ,  E ch tra  C orm aic , Imram B ran , S e rg lig e  con C u la in n  as exam ples , 
though th e  p ro ta g o n is t  in  each case is  human, n o t d iv in e .
2 ®George Brandon S a u l, W ithdrawn in  G o ld : Three  Commentaries on
Genius (Mouton: The Hague, 1970) , p . 25 .
2 ^ F in ne ran , p. 318 . Leahy d iscusses th e  v a r ia n ts  in  these manu­
s c r ip t  v e rs io n s . Leahy e x p la in s  th a t  th e  n a tu ra l even ts  in  t h is  t a l e  
may have taken p la c e  about 100 B. C . , y e t  th e re  a re  d is c re p a n c ie s  in  
c e r ta in  a n a c h ro n is t ic  persons c i te d  as co n tem p o raries  o f  men who l iv e d  
b e fo re  them. Such suggests th a t  th e  E ta  in  s to r y  may have been p a r t  o f  
a " s h o rt c y c le  o f  romance" o r i g i n a l l y  s e p a ra te  from  the  H e ro ic  Age c y c le s .
^ I n  th e  p re fa c e  to  h is  t r a n s la t io n  o f  th e  Tochmarc E ta in e  Leahy 
discusses th e  v a r ia n ts  in th ese  m an u scrip t v e rs io n s .
^ F in n e r a n , p. 318.
^2The L e in s te r  v e rs io n  o f  Dei rd re  in c lu d e s  D e ird re 's  lam ent w hich  
Stephens chose to  om it exc e p t f o r  th e  f i r s t  l in e  o f  h er keen . The 
L e in s te r  v e rs io n  is  more p erso n a l than o th e r  v e rs io n s  and in te r n a l  e v i ­
dence suggests th a t  the  a u th o r was a woman.
^ T h e  Longes mac n -U is le n n  v e rs io n  ends when, a f t e r  a y e a r  o f  mourn­
ing fo llo w in g  th e  s la y in g  o f  th e  sons o f  Usna, D e ird re  f l in g s  h e r s e l f  
from  th e  c h a r io t  o f  Conachur a n d ,s t r ik in g  h e r head on a s to n e ,d ie s . The 
Oidheadh C h lo inne hUisneach v e rs io n  ends w ith  D e ir d r e 's  dy ing  acro ss  th e
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bodies  o f  the exec u te d  h e ro e s .
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P a t r ic ia  M cF ate , James S tephens ' D e ird re  and I t s  Legendary 
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P re s s , 1 9 4 9 ), p. 6 3 .
36M cFate, pp. 9 1 “93 -
3 ?H. V . F a c k le r ,  The D e ird re  Legend: A Prolegomenon (L a fa y e t te ,
L o u is ia n a : U n iv e r s i ty  o f  S outhw estern  L o u is ia n a , 1 9 7 4 ) , p . 7-
3®Douglas Hyde, A L i t e r a r y  H is to ry  o f  I r e la n d  (London: E rn est
Benn, L t d . ,  1 9 6 7 ), p . 302 f f .
3 9 v iz .  M a r t in ,  p . 141f f .  f o r  d is c u s s io n  o f  tech n iq u es  o f  th is  
n o v e l.
^ M a r t in ,  p . 14 0 .
^ H o a r e , p . 16.
^2H oare, p . 16.
2*3 IF T , p. 16.
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1*6 IF T , p. 115.
2*7 IF T , p. 350 .
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a c t u a l i t y  notes f o r  o r a l  r e c i t a t i o n ,  r e c i t a t io n  t h a t  one m ight expect  
w ould be c o n s id e ra b ly  more d e t a i le d  and ornam ented .
**3James S tep h en s , In  th e  Land o f  Youth (London: M acm illan  and
Company, L t d . ,  1 - 2 4 ) ,  p . 109* Subsequent re fe re n c e s  to  th is  work w i l l  
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■^James S tephens, Dei rd re  (London: M acm illan  and Company, L t d . ,
1 9 2 3 ), p . 79. A ll  subsequent re fe re n c e s  to  t h is  w ork w i l l  be a b b re v ia ­
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^ D e i  r d r e , p. 1M».
55P e ir d r e , p. 1^3.
■ ^ D e ird re 's  a c tio n s  h e re  a re  r e la te d  to  h e r  dream o f  th e  th re e  ra ­
vens e a r l i e r  in  th e  s to r y ,  th e  raven rep u ted  to  d r in k  th e  blood o f  th e  
newly s la in  on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d .
"^H oare , p. 133-
^ H o a r e ,  p . 132.
^ H o a r e ,  p. 138.
6 0 IL Y , p . 302 .
6 1 IF T , p . 15-
62P e ? rd re , p. 7 0 .
^ L e a h y , p. 13-
6Zt!F T , pp. 103 , 134 , 1^5.
^ Dei r d r e , pp. 104, 5 3 , 9 0 .
6 6 1LY, pp. 152 , 2l»5, 2*»5.
6 7 IL Y , pp. 150- 151 .
^ Dei r d r e , pp. 6 1 -6 2 .
^ V iv ia n  H e r d e r ,  The I r i s h  Comic T r a d it io n  (O x fo re : The C larendon
P re s s , 1 9 6 2 ) , p. b7.
7 0 ln h is  Times a r t i c l e  on myth Stephens term s I r i s h  m y th o lo g ic a l 
b e l ie f s  spawned from a c u l t  o f  d ea th  " r a th e r  m erry than o th e rw is e ."  
Though men a re  not gods, he c o n t in u e s , gods a re  dead men.
71F a c k le r ,  p. 15-
72Pei r d r e , p. 2 8 1 .
7^Pei r d r e , p. 28 5 .
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7 9 i f t ,  pp. 231 - 2 3 2 .
8 0 1 FT, p. 233 .
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8 2 i f t ,  p. 305 .
8 3 IF T , pp. 208 - 2 1 3 .
^ I F T ,  pp. 1 1 6 -1 1 7 .
85M cFate, p. 9 0 .
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1Iv in g  c re a tu re s ."
87P e ? rd re , p. 9 8 .
88Pei r d r e , p . 100.
89Pe? r d r e , p . 102.
9 0 IF T , p. 184.
91 P e ir d r e , pp. 1 7 2 -1 7 3 .
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9^Hoare, p. 17.
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101P e ? rd re , p. 150.
^P2P e ir d r e , p. 167-
103P e 1 rd re , p . 4 9 .
* Qi>Pel r d r e , p. 158.
^P9P e ? rd re , pp. 5 " 6 . S tephens is  c a re fu l here to  defend Fergus ' 
p a s s iv ity  w ith  reg ard s  to  th e  th ro n e  by c a r e f u l ly  d e lin e a t in g  in what 
ways Conachur is  o b v io u s ly  b e t t e r  s u ite d  to  th e  k in g s h ip  than Fergus  
and to  e x p la in  th a t  Fergus is  so enamoured o f  Nessa as to  w ant to  be 
w ith  her a lo n e .
' ° 8S a u l, p . 13.
'° ^ P e ir d r e ,  pp. 147“ 1^8-
108P e ir d r e , p. 122.
109IF T , p . 170.
110IF T , p . 25 9 .
1111LY, p . 12
112P e ? rd re , pp. 2 7 4 -2 7 5 .
^ 3P e ir d r e , p. 2 6 8 .
 ^^ P e i r d r e , p. 2 8 0 .
^ 9L1oyd F ra n k e n b e rg , A James Stephens Reader (New Y o rk : The Mac­
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117IL Y , p . 235 .
^ 8James O 'B r ie n , T heocracy and the  P o e try  o f  George R u sse ll (A . E . ) ,  
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C e l t s 1 g re a t courage in  b a t t l e  and d is re g a rd  fo r  death  was due to  a 
b e l i e f  in  the im m o rta lity  o f  th e  s o u l,  here r e b i r t h  in to  an o th er p lan e  
o f  e x is te n c e . Douglas Hyde b e lie v e s  th a t  th e  d o c tr in e  was thought to  
in c re a s e  co u r a g e , but was n o t d e l ib e r a te  o r  r i t u a l i z e d .  Stephens 
t r e a ts  o f  moments o f  h e r o ic  courage bu t l i t t l e ;  A r t  in  th e  t a le  o f  
Becuma is  the  best exam ple . Stephens p re fe rs  le s s  o v e r t  examples o f  
human courage.
works o f  James Joyce b u t m etam orphosis.
1241 FT, p . 2k6.
Stephens e x p la in s  t h is  p h ilo s o p h y  in h is  a r t i c l e  "An Ir is h  P ro ­
phecy"; " th e  jo b  o f  a p ro p h e t is  to  fo rm u la te  a d e s ir e ,  and i f  th is  
d e s ire  is  in  lin e  w ith  th e  d e s ire s  o f  man i t  must come tru e  no m a tte r  
w hat powers o r  vested in t e r e s t s  a re  opposed to  i t  o r  th re a te n e d  by i t . "
128,ILY , p. 43.
'^ S te p h e n  Gwynn, I r i s h  L i t e r a t u r e  and Drama in th e  E ng lish  Lan­
guage; A Short H is to ry  (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, L t d . ,  1 9 3 o ) ,
pp. 185-186.
'^ K e n n e th  Jackson, The O ld e s t I r is h  T r a d i t io n ;  A Window on th e  
1 ron Age (Cambridge: U n iv e r s i ty  P re s s , 1 9 6 4 ), p . 2 6 . Caesar remarked
th a t  a p p re n tic e -d ru id s  le a rn e d  t h e i r  lo re  th rough m em o riza tio n .
* ^ H o a r e , p. 22 . The d u t ie s  o f  th e  f i  1 i a re  g iven  in th e  Leabhar 
Laignech (The Book o f  L e in s t e r ) . V i z . a ls o  Eugene O 'C u rry , On the  
Manners and Customs o f  th e  A n c ie n t I r i s h .
^ ^ H o a re , p. 137-
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137Sau1, p . 25 .
138F a ck1er, p . 102.
^33H o are , p. 136.
^ ^ L lo y d  Frankenberg in  h is  in tro d u c t io n  to  James, Seumas, and 
Jacques remarks th a t  Stephens co u ld  w r i t e  as w e ll as he t a lk e d ,  th a t  
"even from  th e  d e ep est, d a rk e s t s i le n c e  o f  ty p e , h is  words go s t r a ig h t  
to  th e  e a r ."
U l K ie ly ,  p . 65 .
lif2 H. M. Chadwick, The H e ro ic  Age (Cam bridge: U n iv e r s i ty  P ress ,
1 9 2 6 ) , p. 78 .
* ^ C h a d w ic k , p. 78 .
1M*IL Y , p . 1*7.
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE CELTIC HERO FIGURE IN STEPHENS' REDACTIONS
The I r i s h  saga ( u rs g e u l)  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  d iv id e d  in to  th re e  main 
ty p e s : th e  M y th o lo g ic a l s to r ie s  co n cern ing  p r im a r i ly  th e  l iv e s  o f  C e l­
t i c  " d i v i n i t i e s , "  e s p e c ia l ly  th e  Tuatha De Danann; th e  U lto n ia n  s to r ie s  
about th e  Red Branch w a r r io r s  c e n te r in g  p r im a r i ly  on th e  e p ic  the  T ^ in  
Bo C u iIg n e ; th e  Fen ian  s to r ie s  r e la t in g  th e  e x p lo i ts  o f  Fionn mac U a il  
and th e  F ia n n a . D e ta i ls  o f  th ese  c y c le s  p e r t in e n t  to  t h e i r  o r ig in s  have 
been g iven  e a r l i e r .  H ere  i t  is  o f  im portance to  re c o g n ize  th e  im p o rta n t  
s to r ie s  w ith in  each c y c le  and th e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  h e ro ic  type as 
p ic tu re d  in  th e s e  t a l e s .
Stephens has used m a te r ia l  from  a l l  th re e  c y c le s . From th e  Red 
Branch c y c le  comes De? r d r e , one o f  th e  rem scela o r  p r e fa to r y  ta le s  to  
th e  c e n tra l  s to ry  o f  th e  c y c le  th e  T a in  Bo C u ilg n e , and th e  s to r ie s  o f  
N era , F ru ic  and R ucht, and Maeve and Fergus in  In  th e  Land o f  Y outh .
From th e  Fenian c y c le  is  "The Boyhood o f  F io n n ,"  " O is in 's  M o th e r,"
"The B ir th  o f  B ra n ,"  "The L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A l le n , "  "C a rl o f  the  Drab C o a t,"  
and p o s s ib ly  "M ongan's F ren zy"  in  I r is h  Fai ry  T a le s . From th e  M y th o lo g i­
c a l c y c le  Stephens has taken  "The S to ry  o f  Tuan mac C a i r i l l . "  The o th e r  
s to r ie s  a re  p a r t  o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  h e ro ic  l i t e r a t u r e ,  though no t o f  th e  
c yc le s  p ro p e r . W herever th e  sagas a re  c le a r ,  Stephens has employed th e  
f a c ts  and th e  s p i r i t  o f  th e  o r i g i n a l .  H is  a l t e r a t io n s  w ere  made to
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improve coherence and h is  em endations proposed to  v i v i f y .  What he has 
accom plished is  th e  c e le b r a t io n  o f  a d is ta n t  h e ro ic  mien o f te n  c a s t in  
a su p e rflu o u s  r i g i d i t y  and c e le b ra te s  i t  as c r e d ib le  a c t u a l i t y .
In d e a lin g  w ith  th e  sagas Stephens had to  p o r tra y  th e  famous he­
roes as monumental y e t  p erso n a l f ig u r e s .  To do so n e c e s s ita te d  an un­
d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  demands and customs o f  th e  s o c ie ty  in  w hich th ey  
l iv e d .  H. M. Chadwick in  The H e ro ic  Age speaks o f  those c h a r a c te r is t ic s  
common to  most h e r o ic  s o c ie t ie s .  These in c lu d e  a "w eaken ing" o f  b lood  
re la t io n s h ip s  and an in c re a s e  o f  t i e s  to  th e  c h ie f t a in  o r  k in g ,  the  
m ight o f  a k in g s h ip  based on m i l i t a r y  e f fe c t iv e n e s s  and r e p u ta t io n ,  a 
decided  la c k  o f  sense o f  n a t io n a l i t y ,  a r e l ig io n  in v o lv in g  th e  w o rsh ip  o 
o f  an thropom orph ic  d e i t i e s ,  a b e l i e f  in  th e  im m o r ta l ity  o f  th e  soul and 
l i f e  a f t e r  d eath  in  a p a r t ic u la r  land o f  rew ard . The h e ro ic  s o c ie ty  was 
a f a i r l y  u n re s tra in e d  s o c ie ty ,  th e  w a r r io r s  in  p a r t ic u la r  acknow ledging  
no a u th o r i ty  save th a t  o f  t h e i r  l e a d e r J  
C h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f  th e  Saga Hero
One o f  th e  c h ie f  va lu es  o f  th e  sagas, in d e e d , is  th e  a ccu racy  o f  
t h e i r  p o r t r a y a l o f  th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f  th e  h e ro ic  s o c ie ty ,  th e  s o c ia l  
p o s it io n  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs ,  ep isodes o f  h e ro ic  e x p e r ie n c e , a d ju n c ts  to  
h e ro ic  l i f e ,  and s o c ia l  c o n v e n tio n s .2 T y p ic a l o f  th e  p ro ta g o n is t  o f  an 
h e ro ic  s to r y  is  h is  perso n a l b ra v e ry . I t  is  fo r  th e  r e v e la t io n  o f  t h is  
q u a l i t y  th a t  th e  main a c t io n  e v o lv e s . For o bvious reasons many o f  th ese  
ep isodes in v o lv e  b a t t l e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  a m an-to-m an com bat, and th e  he­
ro 's  v ic t o r y  is  in e v i t a b ly  marked n o t by group e f f o r t  bu t by perso n a l 
prow ess. I t  is  s ig n i f i c a n t  th a t  in  th e  more s o p h is t ic a te d  sagas th e  
h e ro 's  prowess in c lu d e s  n o t o n ly  p h y s ic a l s tre n g th  and s k i l l  bu t a ls o
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In te l l ig e n c e ,  s a p ie n c e , even c r a f t .  H is  courage is  underscored by p e r ­
sonal d is re g a rd  f o r  h is  own s a f e t y .  H is  goal may o s te n s ib ly  be w e a lth ,  
w ith  which n o ta b ly  he in creases  h is  re p u ta t io n  by g e n e ro s ity , but he is  
m o tiva ted  above a l l  by the lo v e  o f  p e rs o n a l g lo r y ,  in  Chadw ick's w ords, 
" th e  love o f  adven tu re  fo r  i t s  own s a k e ." ^  A lm ost c h i l d - l i k e  in h is  
response, th e  hero m a in ta in s  an en th u s iasm  fo r  l i f e ,  a la c k  o f  a f f e c t a ­
t io n ,  a ph ilo so p h y  o f  e x is te n c e  based on th e  phenom enal, a sense o f  th e  
r e la t io n s h ip  between immediate causes and im m ediate e f f e c t s ,  and an 
openness th a t  sep a ra te  him from  h is  more c i v i l i z e d  modern c o u n te rp a rt.
The sagas a re  a r is t o c r a t ic  and , u n lik e  in  th e  C o n tin e n ta l marchen, 
the  heroes a re  a lm ost never o f  common s to c k . The a r is t o c r a t  t r a d i ­
t io n a l ly  fre e d  from the s im ple p u r s u it  o f  l iv e l ih o o d  and th e  m undanities  
o f  e x is te n c e  is  g e n e ra lly  p ic tu re d  in  p u r s u it  o f  h ig h e r id e a ls .  The 
I r is h  h e ro , l i k e  o th e rs , holds one supreme d e s ir e — th e  a c q u is it io n  o f  
honor and fam e. T h is  d e s ire  is  based on an e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  s e n s it iv e  
personal p r id e  and s u p p lies  th e  m a te r ia l  ou t o f  w hich th e  c h a ra c te r­
i s t i c  v io le n c e  o f  th e  Ir is h  h e ro ic  t a le s  is  made. Any ab ro g atio n  o f  
th is  d is t in c t io n  is  met w ith  s w i f t  r e t a l i a t i o n  f o r  in Kenneth Jackson's  
words, th e  I r is h  heroes "avenge any s o r t  o f  in s u l t  w ith  th e  g re a te s t  
sa v a g e ry ."  One need o n ly  n o te  th e  excuse f o r  th e  " l i t t l e  brawl a t  
A lle n  o r  Conachur's revenge on th e  Sons o f  Usna. But to  balance these  
two p r in c ip le  a r is t o c r a t ic  v ir tu e s  o f  f ie rc e n e s s  and courage was the  
h e ro 's  sense o f  decency and f a i r  p la y .  The hero  a p p a re n tly  sensed q u ic k ly  
the  p o in t a t  w hich mercy becomes more a p p ro p r ia te  than v in d ic a t io n  and 
s t r a te g ic  r e t r e a t  than p re s s in g  u n f a i r  a d v an tag e . Such is  i l lu s t r a t e d  
by the s to r ie s  o f  Cuchulain  in  h is  s p a r in g  th e  Connacht c h a r io te e r  and
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h is  respect fo r  th e  o ld  Connacht w a r r io r  E ta rc o m a l. S e n s it iv e  o f  h is  
own honor, he is  l ik e w is e  s e n s it iv e  to  th a t  o f  h is  equals  as in  N a o is e 's  
re fu s a l to  in s u lt  th e  sons o f  Fergus by im p ly in g  th a t  th ey  were In c a p a ­
b le  o f  a c tin g  in t h e i r  f a t h e r 's  s tead  to  p ro v id e  s u re ty  f o r  th e  e x i le s .
The same v io le n t  en th u s iasm  w ith  w hich th e  heroes th rew  them selves  
in to  c o n f l ic t  extended in to  n e a r ly  e v e ry  o th e r  a s p ect o f  t h e i r  e x is te n c e ,  
p a r t ic u la r ly  one o f  t h e i r  f a v o r i t e  p a s tim e s — f e a s t in g .  A p rim a ry  form  
o f  p le a s u re , th e  banquet gave ample o p p o r tu n ity  f o r  fe a ts  o f  d r in k in g ,  
bouts o f  verb a l o n e -u p -m an sh ip , and o ccasion  to  e x h ib i t  t h e i r  ample 
g e n e ro s ity . The f i r s t  two a re  o b v io u s ly  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  th e  ty p ic a l  
h e ro ic  d e s ire  fo r  e x te n d in g  th e  re p u ta t io n  f o r  prow ess, y e t  even th e  
l a t t e r  gave r is e  to  c o m p e tit io n  as one hero  a tte m p te d  to  outdo a n o th e r  
in  m u n ificen ce . A cco rd in g  to  th e  s o c ia l d o ce, g e n e ro s ity ,  l i k e  courage  
and lo y a lty ,  was c o n s id e re d  a " c a rd in a l v i r t u e . "  As g e n e ro s ity  re s u lte d  
e s s e n t ia l ly  in  s e rv ic e  and a sense o f  m u tu a l i ty ,  so a rro g a n c e , " th e  
tendency o f  a pow erfu l man, t r u s t in g  in  fo rc e  m a je u re , to  tra m p le  upon 
th e  r ig h ts  o f  o th e rs ," '*  was c o n s id ered  a m a jo r v ic e .  Y e t a f in e  l in e  
sometimes d iv id e d  h e ro ic  v ir tu e s  from  h e ro ic  v ic e s .  In  "The L i t t l e  
Brawl a t  A lle n ,"  f o r  exam p le , g e n e ro s ity  became th e  means to  a c o n te s t  
between Fionn and Gol 1 in  which G o l l 's  untow ard g i f t - g iv in g  em barrasses  
F ionn; G o ll e x h ib its  a rro g a n c e , m oreover, because i t  is  F io n n 's  p re o g a - 
t i v e  as c h ie f  o f  th e  F ian n a  to  be th e  g r e a te s t  g i f t - g i v e r .  L ik e w is e ,  
in  th e  saga o f  th e  Sons o f  Usna Conachur v io la t e s  the s u re ty  o f  Fergus  
who had sworn to  p r o te c t  D e ird re  and N a o is e . I t  is  fo r  t h is  f la g r a n t  
arrogance th a t  Fergus and o th e r  nob les  le a v e  th e  s e rv ic e  o f  Conachur, 
n o t s im ply  fo r  h is  d e s tru c t io n  o f  th e  Usna group .
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In t e r e s t in g ly  enough, th e  h e ro ic  demeanor p re s e rv e d  in  th e  sagas 
has c o n firm a tio n  in  th e  e y e -w itn e s s  accounts o f  C e l t i c  h e ro ic  b e h a v io r . 
Kenneth Jackson has c i te d  accounts  by D iodorus and S tra b o , w r i t in g  o f  
t r a v e ls  in  th e  C e l t i c  w o r ld  b e fo re  and d u rin g  the  Roman in f lu e n c e  in  
th ese  re g io n s . The C e l t i c  w a r r io r s  w ere re p o rte d  to  be "mad on w a r, 
h ig h - s p i r i t e d  and prompt to  f i g h t ,  and f o o l is h ly  b o a s t fu l ." ^  A s in g le  
C e l t ic  w a r r io r  c u s to m a r ily  c h a lle n g e d  an enemy to  s in g le  combat and d e ­
p re c a te d  th e  opponent w h ile  b o a s tin g  o f  h is  own co u rag e . The C e lts  a ls o  
f r e q u e n t ly  fo u g h t from  c h a r io t s ,  e x h ib i t in g  a c ro b a t ic  a b i l i t i e s  by 
b a la n c in g  on th e  fo r e p a r t  o f  th e  r a p id ly  moving v e h ic le  and h u r l in g  
spears and s la s h in g  w ith  s h o rt swords. They would ta k e  heads as tro p h ie s  
w ith  which th e y  d e c o ra te d  t h e i r  c h a r io ts .  These same s k u l ls  m ight be 
em ptied  o f  t is s u e ,  th e  c e re b ra l m a tte r  b e ing  mixed w ith  l im e , a llo w e d  
to  hard en , and l a t e r  throw n a t  th e  enemy; th e  s k u lls  them selves were  
d is p la y e d  and sometimes i n la id  w ith  g o ld  and used as d r in k in g  cu p s .^  Con­
te m p o ra rie s  d e s c rib e  C e l t i c  w a r r io r s  w ith  c o n s id e ra b le  awe. T h e ir  seem­
ing abandon, u t t e r  d is m is s a l o f  s e lf -c o n c e rn  was in  i t s e l f  t e r r i f y i n g  
to  t h e i r  fo e s , though as proved by th e  Romans, th e  b e t t e r  o rg a n ize d  
tro o p s  may have th e  advan tag e  o v e r even th e  most r e c k le s s ly  courageous  
C e lts .  Y e t th e re  came to  be a t t r ib u t e d  to  the C e lts  a " b a t t le  f r e n z y ,"  
an e x t e r n a l ly  e v id e n t  rage th a t  a p p a re n tly  became in  d e s c r ip t io n s  a k in d  
o f  p h y s ic a l a l t e r a t i o n .  Nowhere is  t h is  " b a t t le  f r e n z y "  more ap p aren t 
than in th e  saga d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  C u c h u la in , who was s a id  to  s w e ll to  
many tim es h is  s i z e ,  to  th ro w  o u t l ig h t  from  h is  h ead , to  c o n to r t  h is  
body so th a t  he appeared to  have tw is te d  h is  to rs o  c o m p le te ly  to  the
p
re v e rs e  o f  th e  d i r e c t io n  o f  h is  head. C e l t ic  w a r r io r s  c a p tu re d  by
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Caesar boasted t h a t  th e y  fe a re d  n o th in g  b u t n a tu r a l d is a s te r ;  th e  C e lt  
p r o v e r b ia l ly  swore to  s tan d  h is  ground u n t i l  " th e  e a r th  s p l i t  and th e  
sky f e l l . "  T h is  s a y in g  t e s t i f i e s  n o t o n ly  to  th e  in n a te  courage o f  th e  
w a rr io rs  (some w ould  say fo o lh a rd in e s s )  b u t a ls o  p ro v id es  a l in k  be­
tween th is  courage and th e  r e l ig io n  o f  th e  C e lts .  No p a r t ic u la r  d e i ty  
is  invoked , y e t  th e r e  is  p ro b a b ly  more h ere  than  th e  normal p r im i t iv e  
respect fo r  th e  u n p re d ic ta b le  powers o f  n a tu re — th e  re c o g n it io n  by th e  
C e lts  o f  th e  one a s p e c t o f  human v u ln e r a b i l i t y  u n a lte r a b le  th ro u g h  any 
s o rt o f  b e l i e f  o r  c o n d it io n in g .  T h is  adm ission is  the ground on which  
the  b e l ie f  in  such s u p e rn a tu ra l be in g s  as th e  S id h e  is based; th ese  
b e in g s , though e s s e n t ia l l y  a n th ro p o m o rp h ic ,n o t o n ly  e x h ib i t  th e  w ish  
f u l f i l lm e n t  incum bent on d w e lle rs  in  an im p e rfe c t w o rld  bu t a ls o  in  
t h e i r  In te r a c t io n s  w ith  man can a c t  w ith o u t  r a t io n a l  m o tiv a t io n , be ing  
o c c a s io n a lly  o b l iv io u s  to  human s u f f e r in g ,  l i k e  n a tu re  sometimes bene- 
f i c i e n t ,  sometimes m a le f ic e n t .
A nother c h a r a c t e r is t ic  o f  C e l t ic  h e ro ic  demeanor is  th e  i n s t i t u ­
t io n  o f  th e  g e is , a k in d  o f  vow o r  s e lf- im p o s e d  in ju n c t io n .  The hero  
u s u a lly  p ro c la im e d  h is  own g e is  o r  bound a n o th e r "under g e is . "  The 
vow i t s e l f  in v o lv e d  e i t h e r  a commitment to  p e rfo rm  an a c t o r  to  re s ­
t r a in  from an a c t .  G e is  g e n e r a l ly  concerned th e  honor o f  th e  h e ro , y e t  
i t  was a t  tim es  a c o n v e n tio n  s im i la r  to  to tem ; f o r  exam ple, C u ch u la in  
was under g e is  n e v e r to  e a t  th e  meat o f  a dog, h is  namesake. A g e is  may 
be c irc u m s ta n t ia l  o r  r e la te d  to  f a t e f u l  e v e n ts , d is a s tro u s  cause and 
e f f e c t  r e la t io n s h ip s .  W hatever i t s  o r ig in  o r  n a tu r e , the v io la t io n  o f  
geasa in e v i t a b ly  le d  to  d is h o n o r and n o t in f r e q u e n t ly  to  d e a th . Geis  
may be view ed to o  as an o u tg ro w th  o f  a d e s ire  to  s t a b i l i z e  r e la t io n s h ip s
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In  an u n p re d ic ta b le  w o rld  o r  to  a c t  as a le v e r  fo r  accom plishing o n e 's  
w i l l .  Fergus, fo r  exam p le , vows to  p ro te c t  N a o ls e 's  p a r ty  but Is  under 
g e is  not to  re fu se  h o s p i t a l i t y ,  such as th a t  o f fe r e d  by Borach. The 
g e is  in  th is  s itu a t io n  is  more p o w erfu l than th e  s u re ty ,  a fa c t  no doubt 
known to  Conachur in h is  m a c h in a tio n s . In  th e  fa c e  o f  a i l  exped iency  
Fergus is  fo rced  by h is  own honor to  abandon th e  Usna p a r ty . N o ta b ly  
to o  o f  a l l  the  p a r ty  o n ly  Dei rd re  and N aoise a re  a t  a l l  d is t r u s t f u l  o f  
Fergus ' s u re ty , h is  g u a ra n te e  o f  t h e i r  s a fe ty  in  h is  name, because th e y  
alo n e  a re  f u l l y  aware t h a t  lo y a l t y  may be broken . Y et Naoise is  u l t i ­
m a te ly  u n w illin g  to  fo l lo w  h is  reaso n , determ ined  to  re le y  on custom in ­
s te a d . I r o n ic a l ly  N ao ise  b re a k s  h is  own g e is  in  so doing fo r  he is  
fo resw orn to  re tu rn  to  I r e la n d  o n ly  in  th e  company o f  Fergus, C o n a ll 
C ernach, o r C uchu la in . The two geasa i n i t i a t e  a f a t a l  series  o f  e r r o r s  
born both o f  th e  c ru e l p e rv e rs io n  o f  honor and th e  fa t e f u l  p u ll between  
honor and d u ty .
The strong  sense o f  honor was o p e ra t iv e  In th e  fac e  o f  e n m ity  as 
w e l l .  During the  e ra  o f  th e  sagas th e re  was l i t t l e  p o l i t ic a l  u n ity  and 
o fte n  d isco rd  o r  even w ar betw een n e ig h b o rin g  t e r r i t o r i e s .  Nowhere is  
th is  d is c o rd  more a p p aren t th an  t h a t  between the  provinces o f  U ls t e r  and 
Connacht. In s p ite  o f  open w a r fa r e ,  however, th e re  is  in the one p ro v in c e  
c o n s id e ra b le  respect f o r  th e  m e t t le  o f  th e  o th e r ,  born not o f g ru d g in g  
a d m ira tio n  fo r  v ic to r ie s  a c h ie v e d  b u t f o r  the  h e ro ic  demeanor o f  th e  
o th e r .  The heroes o f  th e  sagas w ere a b le  to  hold  each o th er in  deep 
f r ie n d s h ip  y e t s la u g h te r  each o th e r  on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d .  C uchulain  and 
F e r d ia ,  though fr ie n d s  fro m  c h ild h o o d , a re  on opposing sides in  th e  T a in . 
But a f t e r  each fu r io u s ly  fo u g h t e n c o u n te r , they  " th re w  away t h e i r  weapons
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from them. . .E a c h  o f  them fo r th w lth  approached th e  o th e r ,  and each put 
h is  arm around th e  o th e r 's  neck and gave him th re e  k is s e s ."  In De? rd re  
Stephens em phasizes th e  p e c u lia r  r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  two p ro v in ces  
a t  Conachdr's f e a s t .  In  speaking o f  th e  Connacht w a r r io rs  Emer says, 
" T h e ir  l ie s  come from  a good h e a r t  and a lo ve  o f  h ap p in ess , w h ile  our 
t ru th s  come grumph, grumph, grumph l i k e  th e  s n a r lin g  o f  a b ad ly  tr a in e d  
d og," to  w hich Fergus acceeds; "No man can pray fo r  a b e t te r  enemy than  
a Connachtman. . . .They come on w here a n o th e r would go back and when 
they  go back i t  is  e i t h e r  through p i t y  o r  p o e t r y . " ^
A nother c h a r a c t e r is t ic  o f  th e  h e ro ic  sagas was a s tro n g  con­
cept o f  m agic, a concept which is  o f  an in te r n a l r a th e r  than e x te rn a l  
v a r ie ty .  There  was f i r s t  o f  a l l  a ra n k in g  o f  those w ith  m agical powers: 
the  " d iv in e  m a g ic ia n s "— those who s p e c ia l ly  p ro te c t  the  land and p eo p le—  
the d ru id s  and th e  f ?1i . Due to  th e  awe su rround ing  word s p e lls  th e  
poet too  was c o n s id ered  m a g ic a l. E s p e c ia lly  pow erfu l was s a t i r i c  r e c i ­
t a t io n ,  the  shame o f  which was fe a re d  by th e  C e lt  more than the  weapon 
o f  a w ould-be a s s a s s in . Below th ese w ere th e  heroes who, though human 
and not d iv in e ,  o f te n  had superhuman t r a i t s  such as s iz e ,  ag e , v a lo r ,  
or p a r t ic u la r  s k i l l s ;  above th e  m ag ic ians were the k in g s who had th e  
a c tu a l work o f  p r o te c t io n  w hich th ey  d id  by " r e s is t in g  th e  enem y." T h e ir  
fu n c tio n  was p r im a r i ly  in  connection  w ith  th e  crops though in a gen era l 
sense the  w e ll-b e in g  o f  th e  peop le  in e v e ry  sense was under t h e i r  j u r i s ­
d ic t io n .  As Anton Hamel p o in ts  o u t ,  " I f  th e  k ing  p ro te c ts  h is  co u n try  
by a s t r i c t  observance o f  ru le s  p re s c rib e d  by f a t e ,  t h e i r  la te n t  energy
guards him in  i t s  t u r n . " ^  H ere , as in  c e r ta in  m agical o b je c ts  and even
12persons a " m y s tic a l s e c u r ity  em an ates ."  Thus the  k in g  o r  c h ie f t a in
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adds a n o th e r d im ension to  h is  t r a d i t io n a l  r o le  as g i f t - g i v e r  as bound 
up w ith in  h is  v e ry  essen ce is  th e  means to  th e  s e c u r i ty  and p ro s p e r ity  
o f  h is  p e o p le . C e r t a in ly  in  th e  s to ry  o f  Becuma o f  th e  W h ite  s k in , fo r  
exam ple, Conn is  re s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  i l l s  o f  h is  land th rough  h is  mar­
r ia g e  to  Becuma and by e x te n s io n  is  s o le ly  re s p o n s ib le  f o r  the r e s t i t u ­
t io n  o f  good, as e v id e n c e d  by h is  s o l i t a r y  jo u rn e y  to  f in d  a s a c r i f i c e .
I f  the k in g , th e n , is  v iew ed  as p e rs o n a lly  so e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  w e l l ­
being o f  th e  s o c ie ty ,  th en  th e  p e c u lia r  p r iv i le g e s  incum bent on so vere ig n  
r ig h ts  becomes more co m p reh en s ib le . As in  th e  p o r t r a i t  o f  Conachur who 
may demand th e  sexu a l fa v o rs  o f  the  w ife  o f  h is  s t o r y - t e l l e r  o r  even o f  
h is  champion C u c h u la in , h is  peop le  may be e xp ected  to  s u rre n d e r t h e i r  
d e a re s t h e ld  p r iv i l e g e s .  N o ta b ly , how ever, l i k e  th e  h e ro , th e  k in g  is 
u s u a lly  a man deemed so w o rth y  o f  resp e c t th a t  th e  s u rre n d e r in g  o f  p r i ­
v i le g e  appears a g i f t  in  exchange fo r  those b e n e f its  rendered  by th e  
k in g . '
The fu n c t io n a l im p o rtan ce  o f  heroes may be ren d ered  a ls o  a k in d  o f  
m agic. Some s c h o la rs  contend th a t  th e  pagan I r i s h  had no s u b s ta n t ia l  
b e l ie f  in gods in  th e  usual sense. Such a concept is  supported  by the  
la c k  o f  e v id en ce  o f  a c o n c re te  pantheon . What is  to  some s c h o la rs  e v i ­
dence o f  a d e f i n i t i v e  r e l ig io n  in  th e  em bryonic s ta g e  may in  a c t u a l i t y  
be e s s e n t ia l ly  a g o d le s s  r e l ig io n  through w hich th e  I r i s h  C e l t ic  peoples  
coped w ith  a w o rld  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by c h a lle n g e  and governed by a f a t e  mi­
t ig a te d  o n ly  te m p o ra r i ly  by th e  most courageous and s k i l l f u l .  In such a 
w o rld  the  h ero  emerges as a s u p e r io r  human who can both c h a lle n g e  and 
accept h is  f a t e ,  th e re b y  becoming a god s u b s t i tu te .  H is  c h ie f  r o le  is ,  
th e r e fo r e ,  one o f  le a d e rs h ip  and p r o te c t io n ;  th e  heroes a re  e s s e n t ia l ly
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the  "exem p lary  p ro te c to rs  o f  th e  l a n d . " ^  Such may ten d  to  e x p la in ,  th e n ,  
the  emphasis on the  hero  in  C e l t i c  m yth: Conn who must seek a p e r fe c t
s a c r i f i c e  to  save h is  c o u n try , F ionn who seeks to  oppose Cael who would  
ravage th e  la n d , Eochaid who w ould  m arry  f o r  h is  p e o p le , and u l t im a te ly  
C uchula in  who s in g le h a n d e d ly  re p e ls  th e  fo rc e s  o f  C onnacht. The C e l t ic  
w o rld  was so f i l l e d  w ith  t e r r o r s  u n re lie v e d  fo r  th e  most p a r t  by benign  
s u p e rn a tu ra l in te rv e n t io n  as in  o th e r  pagan c u ltu re s  th a t  courage a t  
tim es became e s s e n t ia l ly  s to ic is m . As in  S tephens ' re n d e rin g  o f  th e  
s to ry  o f  Becuma, A r t ,  who must fa c e  a b a t te r y  o f  t r i a l s  and m onsters as 
h o r r i f y in g  o r  perhaps more so than  th o se  faced  by th e  Greek h e ro e s , e x ­
p la in s  h is  own courage in  term s o f  s im p le  p r a c t i c a l i t y — th e re  is  so much
ji)
to  beware o f  th a t  he w i l l  beware o f  n o th in g .
A n o th er k ind  o f  magic is  th a t  o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  re ­
c i t a t io n  o f  these ta le s  and th e  te rm  "A ct o f  T r u th ."  The Act o f  T ru th  
presumes th a t  the  s im ple  u tte ra n c e  o f  a t ru e  s to ry  o r  t r u th  can work m ira ­
c l e s . ^  T h is  term  e x p la in s  one reason fo r  the  c a r e fu l p re s e rv a t io n  o f  
th e  sagas. T r a d i t io n a l ly  s p e a k in g , th e re  is  a "pow er" to  be a c q u ire d  
th rough knowledge which e n a b le s  th e  person who knows even ts  th a t  have 
happened in  a p lace  to  u t i l i z e  t h e i r  la t e n t  m agical p r o p e r t ie s  f o r  him ­
s e l f .  As Hamel e x p la in s , "The more t r a d i t io n s  we possess and th e  b e t t e r  
we p re s e rv e  them, th e  s tro n g e r  w i l l  o u r p o s it io n  be a g a in s t  n a tu ra l and 
s u p e rn a tu ra l a d v e r s a r ie s ." ^  T h is  b e l i e f  a ls o  has p a ra d ig m a tic  v a lu e ;  
th a t  i s ,  to  r e c i te  a t r u e  s to r y  on th e  eve o r  d u rin g  a s im i la r  happening  
is  to  assu re  a s im i la r  o u tc o m e .^  T h e re fo re , th e  r e c i t a t io n  o f  th e  
sagas to  th e  young is ,  In  e f f e c t ,  n o t o n ly  to  o f f e r  a p a t te r n  f o r  b e h a v io r  
but a ls o  an in h e re n t ly  m ag ica l a c t  th a t  w i l l  in s u re  th e  p ro te c t io n  o f  and
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success o f  fu tu r e  g e n e ra tio n s .^ ®
These c u rio u s  e lem en ts  in  th e  sagas as w e ll  as t h e i r  a n t iq u i t y  and 
n a r r a t iv e  q u a l i t y  have b rought about t h e i r  p re s e rv a t io n  as o b je c ts  o f  
in t e r e s t .  H. M. Chadwick p o s tu la te s  th e  fo l lo w in g  about th e  fa s c in a t io n  
o f  th e  sagas f o r  th e  modern re a d e r :
The h o ld  w hich th ese  poems have e x e rc is e d  on sub­
sequent a g e s , in  v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  s ta te s  o f  c u l t u r e ,  
is  due n o t o n ly  to  t h e i r  a r t i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s  but 
a ls o  in th e  a b s o rb in g  in t e r e s t  o f  th e  s i tu a t io n s  
w hich th e y  d e p ic t .  T h is  in t e r e s t  a r is e s  ve ry  
la r g e ly  from  th e  e x tr a o r d in a r y  freedom  from  re s ­
t r a i n t  en jo yed  by th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  g r a t i f i c a ­
t io n  o f  t h e i r  f e e l in g s  and d e s ire s  and from  th e  
tremendous and sudden v ic is s i tu d e s  o f  fo r tu n e  to  
which th e y  a re  exposed . The p ic tu r e s  p re s e n te d  
to  us a re  th o se  o f  persons by no means ig n o ra n t  
o f  th e  c i v i l i s e d  l i f e ,  y e t  dom inated by th e  p r id e  
and p assions w hich s p rin g  from  an e n t i r e l y  re c k ­
less  in d iv id u a lis m  and u n tra in e d  by e x p e rie n c e  to  
e x e rc is e  m o d e ra tio n .
Th is  " re c k le s s  in d iv id u a lis m "  is  ev id en ced  in  t h e i r  b a t t l e s ,  
t h e i r  q u o tid ia n  d e a lin g s  w ith  each o th e r ,  t h e i r  s to r ie s  and a r t .  But 
th e re  is more than mere e th n ic  s t y l i z a t io n  a t  w ork h e re . The Iro n  Age 
C e lts  were s t i l l  th e  p e o p le  o f  n a tu re . H aving subdued n a tu re  enough to  
make them selves more c o m fo rta b le  than th e  savag e , t h e i r  l iv e s  more p re ­
d ic ta b le  than th e  b a r b a r ia n , th e y  y e t r e ta in e d  an a f f e c t io n  fo r  n a tu re  
th a t  is  in  sharp  c o n tra s t  to  a b o r ig in a l custom . The heroes were e v i ­
d e n t ly  imbued w ith  th e  s p i r i t  o f  n a tu re  and moved by i t s  m a n ife s ta t io n s .  
As A. E. n o te s , th ese  a re  men in  whom "com radeship  w ith  th e  e a r th "  p ro ­
duces a "com m ingling o f  n a tu re s "  th a t  g iv e s  r is e  to  a s p i r i t  th a t  de­
f i e s  the gods and moves " e a g l e - 1 i k e . " ^  I t  is  f i n a l l y  t h is  h e ro ic  s p i r i t  
th a t  is  p a r a d o x ic a lly  th e  common bond and th e  in d iv id u a l mark o f  the
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f ig u re s  o f  th e  sagas.
A d i s t i l l a t i o n  o f  t h is  h e ro ic  s p i r i t  may be found in th e  Book o f  
Lism ore in th e  Fen ian  fra g m e n t known as th e  Agallamh na Senorach ("The  
C olloquy w ith  th e  A n c ie n t s " ) .2 * In i t  is  recorded th e  supposed m eeting  
between S t . P a t r ic k  and th e  Fenians C a o i l te  and O is in . C a o ilte  is  con­
v e rte d  by th e  S a in t ,  b u t P a t r ic k ,  f a r  from  in s is t in g  th a t  C a o ilte  com­
p le t e ly  fo resw ear h is  o ld  pagan l i f e ,  asks th a t  C a o ilte  t e l l  him th e  
lo re  o f  each p la c e  th e y  v i s i t  and has a s c r ib e  w r i te  down a l l  th a t  
C a o ilte  t e l ’ s him. One o f  S t .  P a t r ic k 's  f i r s t  ques tio n s  concerns what 
manner o f  men w ere th e  men o f  o ld ,  h a v in g  h im s e lf  been s tru c k  by th e  
s iz e  and d ig n ity  as w e ll  as th e  s u r p r is in g  lo n g e v ity  o f  C a o ilte  and 
O is in . S t . P a t r ic k  in q u ir e s ,  "Who o r  what was i t  th a t  m a in ta in ed  you so
in your l i f e ? "  C a o i l te  s im p ly  e x p la in s ,  " T ru th  th a t  was in o u r h e a r ts ,
22
and s tre n g th  in  o u r a tm s , and f u l f i l l m e n t  in o u r ton g u es."
C a o i l t e 's  d e f in i t io n  p ro v id e s  h e re  a u s e fu l framework fo r  an exam­
in a t io n  o f  th e  C e l t i c  h e r o ic  typ e  in  term s o f  Stephens' c h a ra c te rs . I f  
" t r u th "  m ight be c o n s tru e d  as s p i r i t u a l  c h a r a c te r is t ic s ,  then h ere  m ight 
be discussed th e  in n o c e n c e , s im p l is t ic  id e a lis m , the sense o f  decency 
and f a i r  p la y , th e  c a m a ra d e rie , th e  keen lo y a l t y  w ith  which th e  C e l t i c  
hero is  imbued. Such c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  a re  to  be in te rp re te d  as a p ro d u c t 
o f  th e  hero es ' c lo s e  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  " n a tu re "  and t h e i r  p a ra d o x ic a l 
view  o f  l i f e  as both  s a c re d  and e x p e n d a b le . "S tre n g th "  here is ,  on th e  
one hand, the  ty p ic a l  b ra v e ry  o f  th e  C e l t i c  h e ro , the  infamous b r u t a l i t y  
w h ich , n e v e r th e le s s , is  coup led  w ith  a s tra n g e  g e n tle n e s s , a n a tu ra l 
" c h iv a l r y ,"  th e  re c k le s s n e s s  o f  th e  w a r r io r  th a t  is born o f  a d ig n i f ie d  
sense o f  f a ta l is m . But h e re , a ls o , is  th e  in te l l ig e n c e  o f  the  hero  whose
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t r a in in g  in v o lv e s  not o n ly  p h y s ic a l but mental prowess as w e l l ;  th e  hero  
is  an in d iv id u a l known f o r  wisdom, fo r  sap ience th a t  may be channeled  
in to  c r a f t .  The com bination  o f  a l l  these c h a r a c te r is t ic s  a llo w s  th e  
h ero  " f u l f i l l m e n t , "  most t y p ic a l ly  i l lu s t r a t e d  in  h is  powers o f  le a d e r ­
s h ip  and p r o te c t io n , h is  g e n e ro s ity  to  h is  fo l lo w e r s . A ll  these re s t  
on th e  one a ll-e n c o m p a s s in g  focus o f  the  h e ro ic  m ind: th e  a c q u is it io n
o f  fam e. Not a s im ple  and cheap b id  fo r  a d u la t io n , fame to  the  C e l t i c  
h ero  was th e  s in e  qua non f o r  h is  h ard s h ip s , th e  superhuman fe a ts  to  
w hich he drove h im s e lf ,  f o r  to  him fame was e s s e n t ia l ly  the  m a g n if ic a tio n  
o f  h is  name and th ereb y  h im s e lf ;  i t  was the s e c u rin g  o f  h is  in d iv id u ­
a l i t y  a g a in s t  the  alm ost in e v ita b le  anonym ity produced by the passage o f  
t im e . Fame w as, th e r e f o r e ,  im m o r ta lity , l i f e  a f t e r  d e a th .
The C h a r a c te r is t ic s  In te r p r e te d  Through S tephens1 Male Persona
The opening s to ry  in S tephens ' Ir? sh  Fai ry  T a le s  concerns Tuan mac 
C a i r i l l ,  who, l ik e  C a o ilte  in  th e  C o llo q u y , converses w ith  a C h r is t ia n .  
P ressed to  co n v e rs io n , Tuan re v e a ls  to  F in n ia n , th e  Abbot o f  M o v i l le ,  
th e  fa c t  th a t  h is  lin e a g e  is  d u a l;  he is  a descendant o f  Huredoc Red­
neck as is  w e ll known, bu t more im p o rta n t, he e x p la in s  he is  a ls o  th e  
son o f  S ta rn , the  son o f  S e ra , and thus w ith  P a rth o lo n  a t  the  i n i t i a l  
s e t t l in g  o f  Ir e la n d . Though Tuan becomes in t h is  t a l e  a p e r s o n if ic a t io n  
o f  I r i s h  h is to r y ,  th e re  a re  in th e  re n d it io n  th e  p e rv a s iv e  notes o f  
th e  I r i s h  h e ro 's  k in s h ip  w ith  n a tu re . Having been th e  lone s u rv iv o r  
o f  a p lag u e  th a t  decim ated P a rth o lo n  and h is  f o l lo w e r s ,  Tuan undergoes 
su c c e s s iv e  metamorphoses in to  va rio u s  an im a ls . I n i t i a l l y  re v e r t in g  to  
a h a l f - w i ld  y e t  s t i l l  human s t a t e ,  Tuan begins a s s im ila t in g  anim al 
appearance and b e h a v io r . When he can no lo n g er fu n c t io n  as a lone man
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in  th e  w ild e rn e s s  s t a t e ,  Tuan d is c o v e rs  he has become a d e e r :  "And
I f e l t .  . . th e  b e a tin g  o f  a new h e a r t  w ith in  me and . . .1 a rch ed  my 
23neck and braced my p o w erfu l l im b s ."  Growing o ld  as a d e e r ,  he is  
changed in to  a b o ar, "a  w i ld c a t  f o r  le a p in g , a g ia n t  f o r  s t r e n g th ,  a
2Zf
d e v il  fo r  f e r o c i t y . "  A f t e r  he a g a in  grows o ld ,  he becomes a hawk and
then a salmon. H is s tra n g e  m u l t ip le  e x is te n c e  ends w ith  h is  r e b i r t h  as
th e  son o f  C a i r i l l ,  K ing o f  U l s t e r ,  whose w i f e ,  having  consumed th e
salm on, g ives  n a tu ra l b i r t h  to  h im .
S ig n if ic a n t  is  T u a n 's  open em brace o f  anim al e x is te n c e . Tuan
remembers h is  l i f e  as a d e e r : "Loud and c le a r  and sweet was th e  v o ic e
o f  th e  g re a t s ta g . W ith  w hat ease my lo v e ly  n o te  went l i l t i n g .  W ith
what jo y  I heard the  an sw erin g  c a l l .  W ith  what d e l ig h t  I bounded,
bounded, bounded; l ig h t  as a b i r d 's  p lum e, p o w erfu l as a s to rm , u n -  
25t i  r in g  as th e  s e a ."
I t  is  no a c c id e n t th a t  th e  p ro g re s s io n  o f  an im al form s ends w ith  
th a t  o f  th e  salmon. As w i l l  be n o ted  la t e r  th e  salmon suggests  th e  
Salmon o f  Wisdom who endows him who consumes i t  w ith  a lm o st p ro p h e t ic  
knowledge; th e  in c id e n c e  h e re  o f  th e  salmon w ould seem to  suggest an 
in t u i t i v e  u n d erstand ing  o f  e x is te n c e ,  f o r  as th e  f is h  o f  t h is  t a l e  Tuan 
h im s e lf  comes to  know th e  moment o f  d e a th : " I  was in  a i r ,  and i t  was
as though I were in f i r e .  The a i r  pressed  on me l i k e  a f i e r y  m o u n ta in . 
I t  b ea t on my scales  and scorched  them . I t  rushed down my t h r o a t  and  
sca ld ed  me. I t  weighed on me and squeezed me, so th a t  my eyes f e l t  as
though th ey  must b u rs t from  my h ead , my head as though i t  w ould le a p
from my body, and my body as though i t  would s w e ll and expand and f l y  in
. . ,.26
a thousand p ie c e s ."
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In the  Fionn t a le s  th e re  Is  a s l ig h t ly  d i f f e r e n t  bu t n o n e th e le s s  
v i t a l  re la t io n s h ip  between th e  h ero  and n a tu re . From the  b e g in n in g  Fionn  
mac U a il is  o r ie n te d  to  n a tu re  lo r e  by reason o f  h is  w a r r io r  t r a in in g  
as w e ll  as by v i r t u e  o f  h is  b e in g  hidden away as a c h i ld .  H aving been 
born a f t e r  the  Clan M o rn a 's  m urder o f  h is  f a t h e r ,  Fionn was g iv e n  to  th e  
care  o f  the  two d ru id e s s e s  Bov M a ll and L ia  Luachra to  assure  h is  s a fe ty  
from  h is  f a t h e r 's  en em ies . S ec re te d  deep in  th e  fo r e s t s ,  Fionn le a rn e d  
th e  ways o f  th e  a n im a ls : "He le a rn e d  to  jump by chasing  hares in  a bumpy 
f i e l d .  . . . i n  a w h ile  i t  d id  n o t m a tte r  to  Fionn which way th e  h a re  
jumped fo r  he cou ld  jump t h a t  way to o . . . .F io n n  le a rn e d  to  swim u n t i l
he cou ld  pop in to  th e  w a te r  l i k e  an o t t e r  and s l id e  through i t  l i k e  an
27e e l . "  That th ese  "w ays" w ere n ecessary  to  th e  C e l t ic  w a r r io r 's  mien 
is  e v id e n t in l a t e r  re q u ire m e n ts  f o r  membership in  th e  F ia n n a . The can­
d id a te  was deemed w o rth y  to  become a member o f  F io n n 's  guard o n ly  when 
he proved h is  s tre n g th  and a g i l i t y :  "N ot a man o f  them was taken  t i l l
h is  h a ir  had been in te rw o ven  in to  b ra id s  on him and he s ta r te d  a t  a run 
through Ir e la n d 's  woods; w h ile  th e y , seeking  to  wound h im , fo llo w e d  in  
h is  wake, th e re  hav in g  been between him and them b u t one fo r e s t  bough 
by way o f  in te r v a l  a t  f i r s t . "  I f  he were wounded, i f  h is  h a i r  was d is ­
tu rb e d , i f  he made n o is e  as he ra n , he was n o t accepted  in to  th e  co ­
t e r i e ;  "un less th a t  [ a t  h is  f u l l  speed] he had both jumped a s t ic k  le v e l  
w ith  h is  brow, and stooped  to  pass under one even w ith  h is  k n ee , he
was not ta k e n . A lso  u n le s s  w ith o u t  s la c k e n in g  h is  pace he co u ld  w ith  h is
28
n a i l  e x t r a c t  a th o rn  from  h is  f o o t ,  he was n o t taken  in to  F ia n s h ip  " .
Fionn view ed n a tu r e ,  how ever, as more than a t e s t in g  g round , more 
even than a te a c h e r o f  p h y s ic a l and m ental a g i l i t y  and s t r e n g th . F io n n ,
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h im s e lf ,  had a genu ine a f f e c t io n  f o r  n a tu re , a lo ve  tem pered w ith  re s ­
p ec t f o r  th e  s a n c t i ty  o f  l i f e .  A m aster h u n ter fo r  whom th e  k i l l i n g  o f  
deer was a c h a lle n g e  p i t t i n g  human a g a in s t anim al c r a f t ,  F ionn f e l t  a 
d eep ly  ro o ted  a tta c h m e n t fo r  th e  c re a tu re s  o f  n a tu re , bu t p a r t ic u la r ly  
dogs. Fionn " d e lig h te d  in  do g s , and knew e v e ry th in g  ab o u t them from  the  
s e t t in g  o f  th e  f i r s t  l i t t l e  w h ite  to o th  to  th e  ro ck in g  o f  th e  la s t  long 
y e llo w  one. He knew th e  a f f e c t io n s  and a n t ip a th ie s  which a re  p ro p e r in  
a dog; th e  degree o f  o b e d ien ce  to  w hich dogs may be t r a in e d  w ith o u t  
lo s in g  t h e i r  h o n o u rab le  q u a l i t i e s  o r  becoming s e r v i le  and s u s p ic io u s ; he 
knew the  hopes th a t  an im ate  them , th e  apprehensions w hich t in g le  in t h e i r  
b lo o d , and a l l  t h a t  is  to  be demanded fro m , o r  fo rg iv e n  in ,  a paw, an 
e a r ,  a nose, an e y e , o r  a t o o t h . F i o n n  re p u te d ly  owned th re e  hundred 
dogs. H is  a f f e c t io n  was fo cused  in  th e s e  ta le s  on h is  own two h a l f - w i ld  
dogs Sceolan and B ran . "The B i r t h  o f  Bran" is  a ta le  re g a rd in g  the  
s u p e rn a tu ra l b i r t h  o f  th ese dogs. When Uct D e a lv , a S idhe woman, was 
rep laced  in  h e r  human lo v e r 's  a f fe c t io n s  by a m ortal woman T u ir e n , Uct 
D ealv  tra n s fo rm e d  h e r in to  a hound w hich she gave to  th e  care  o f  Fergus 
F io n n l ia th ,  a known h a te r  o f  dogs. T u ire n  was re tu rn e d  to  h er n a tu ra l 
form when F ionn in te rc e d e d , b u t no t b e fo re  g iv in g  b i r t h  to  Bran and
c i 30S ceo lan .
The concept o f  th e  metamorphosed human e v id e n t h ere  appears a ls o  
in  th e  t a le  o f  Tuan mac C a i r i l l  d iscussed  above, the  s to ry  o f  E ta in ,  
and in  a n o th e r t a le  o f  th e  F ia n n a  " O is in 's  M other" in  w hich F io n n 's  
w ife  Saeve is  tran s fo rm e d  in t o  a d e e r . T h is  m o tif  o f  metamorphoses i l ­
lu s t r a te s  th e  a t t i t u d e  o f  th e  C e lt  towards n a tu re . F a r from  th e  w or­
s h ip  o f  a n im a ls  as gods, th e  C e lt  n e v e rth e le s s  v e n e ra te d  n a tu re  w ith  a
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m ix tu re  o f  a sense o f  common id e n t i t y  in  th e  s im i l a r i t i e s  o f  a t t r ib u t e s  
and o f  a sense o f  synonym ity  o f  c o n d it io n s  o f  e x is te n c e . T h is  a t t i t u d e  
lends i t s e l f  r e a d i ly ,  th e n , to  a p e r s o n if ic a t io n  o f  a n im a ls . The c h i ld  
Deime (F io n n ) observes th e  c re a tu re s  in  h is  fo r e s t  s e c lu s io n :  " W h is tle s
and c h irp s ; cooes and caws and c ro a k s , w ould have grown f a m i l i a r  to  him . 
And he could a t  la s t  have t o ld  w hich b r o th e r  o f  th e  g re a t  b ro th erh o o d  
was making the  n o ise  he heard  a t  any moment. . . .A  so lem n-nosed , s te r n ­
eyed cow would amble and stamp in  h is  wood to  f in d  a f l y le s s  shadow; o r  
a s tra y e d  sheep would poke i t s  g e n t le  m uzzle  through le a v e s . . . .T h e re  
w ould be f l i e s  to  be w a tc h e d , s le n d e r  atoms in y e llo w  gauze th a t  f le w ,  
and f i lm y  specks th a t  f l i t t e r e d ,  and s tu r d y , th ic k - r ib b e d  b ru te s  th a t  
pounced l i k e  ca ts  and b i t  l i k e  dogs and f le w  l i k e  1 ig h t n in g ." ^
Given the  C e l t ic  h e r o 's  c lo s e  k in s h ip  w ith  n a tu r e , i t  is  not s u r ­
p r is in g  th a t  h is  e v e ry d a y  e x is te n c e  was marked by p r a c t i c a l i t y .  Though 
c lo s e ly  lin k e d  to  h is  own m i l ie u ,  the h ero  was a d a p ta b le , s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  
and a b le  to  f in d  s e c u r i ty  under unusual c ircu m stan ces th rough  h is  own 
re s o u rc e fu ln e s s . T h is  re s o u rc e fu ln e s s  is  e v id e n t in th e  d i f f i c u l t  
s itu a t io n  in which Nera f in d s  h im s e lf  one Samhain. B rav in g  th e  dangers  
o f  Samhain Eve, Nera re tu rn s  to  him camp o n ly  to  f in d  th a t  th e  S idhe a re  
sacking  i t  and k i l l i n g  a l l  th e  in h a b ita n ts .  Nera a ls o  d is c o v e rs  th a t  he 
h im s e lf  has become t r a n s la te d  so th a t  he is  in v is ib le  to  h is  own k in d  
but no t to  th e  in v a d e rs . W ith o u t w a s tin g  h is  e f f o r t s  on p u z z lin g  ou t 
th e  m ystery o r  f o o l is h ly  a tte m p tin g  to  defend th e  a lre a d y  d e s tro y e d  
g a r r is o n , Nera s im p ly  jo in s  th e  l in e  o f  De Danann s o ld ie rs  as th ey  march 
back in to  the dun. Once t h e r e ,  i t  is  a p p aren t to  E th a l A n b u a l, th e  
k in g  o f  th e  dun, th a t  he is  an im p o s te r; but Anbual sends him  to  l i v e
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w ith  a woman o f  th e  S idhe to  a l i f e  to  which he q u ic k ly  a d a p ts . Anbual 
speaks:
"Now th a t  you a re  h e re , I suppose you must 
s ta y  h e r e ."
And Nera recognised in  th e  word "m ust" a com­
p u ls io n  a g a in s t which he was pow erless; and in  th a t  
moment he bade good-bye to  th e  w o rld  he had l e f t .  . . .
He bade ad ieu  to  p reo ccu p atio n s  which had 
been im p o rta n t, and were now remembered w ith  
t r o u b le ,  as though th ey  came to  him from the  
o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  g ra v e . . . .A l l  th a t  was f in is h e d  
and done w ith ,  and th e re  was no lo n g er any mean- 
in  such th in g s .
He squared h is  s h o u ld e rs , and drew in to  h is  
lungs th e  b re a th  o f  a new l i f e ,  and he drew in to  
h is  mind a l l  th e  im p lic a t io n s  which were borne on 
th a t  deep b re a th .
P r a c t ic a l i t y  g iv e s  r is e  to  s t a b i l i t y  and an o rd e rin g  o f  l i f e .  The 
h ero , l i k e  any o rd in a ry  man, conceives an ordered  e x is te n c e . He d i f ­
fe rs  in term s o f  what p lan e th is  o rd e r l ie s  along and how he hand les  
the a b e rra t io n s  t h a t  in e v ita b ly  o c c u r. T h is  d e s ire  f o r  o rd e r  was mani­
fe s te d  in th e  h e ro ic  "c o d e ."  C e lt ic  heroes g e n e ra lly  sought to  l i v e  by 
a sense o f  d ecen cy, f a i r  p la y , lo y a l t y  to  o n e 's  k in g  and to  o n e s e lf .  
Fionn , c o n f id e n t  in  h is  own a b i l i t i e s ,  agrees to  defend th e  honor o f  the  
A rd-R i a g a in s t  th e  awesome power o f  A i l l e n  mac M idna. G o ll mac Morna 
f ig h ts  th e  th re e  h a rr id a n s  o f  Conaran on b e h a lf  o f  th e  F ianna and even 
in  h is  e x h a u s tio n  f ig h ts  and k i l l s  a fo u r th .  Yet i t  may be observed on 
b e h a lf  o f  th e  c r e d i b i l i t y  o f  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  th a t  heroes a re  n o t ,  to  a 
man, always " h e r o ic ."  In the  two examples c i te d ,o th e r  n o b le  w a r r io r s  a re  
a d m itte d ly  a f r a id  to  undertake combat w ith  these s u p e rn a tu ra l b e in g s . 
There is  more to  th ese  examples than m ight seem app aren t a t  f i r s t  g la n c e . 
Fionn is  no t bound to  th e  A rd -R i when he undertakes to  f ig h t  A i l l e n ,  and
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w ith o u t h e s ita t io n  he demands th e  High K in g 's  s u r e ty ,  a prom ise o f  ju s t  
rew ard , should  F ionn be v ic to r io u s .  G o l l , on th e  o th e r  hand, does f ig h t  
fo r  Fionn because he has sworn a l le g ia n c e  to  h im , bu t G o ll f ig h ts  on 
b e h a lf  o f  h is  own r e p u ta t io n  as w e l l .
That th e  concept o f  f a i r  p la y  m ight be superseded even by a hero  
is  i l lu s t r a t e d  in  th e  s to r ie s  o f  E ta in  and o f  D e ir d r e . In  b o th , a 
h e ro -k in g  f in d s  th a t  a n o th e r lays  c la im  to  th e  woman he lo v e s . In  both  
cases he c a r e f u l ly  s ta c k s  th e  odds so t h a t  he may a ssu re  h is  own 
v ic to r y .  When E ochaid  r e a l iz e s  th e  d is g u is e d  M id ir  has indeed re tu rn e d  
to  c la im  E ta in  as h is  p r iz e  fo r  th e  i l l - s t a k e d  chess game, Eochaid o rd ers  
a l l  o f  h is  m i l i t i a  to  th e  p a la c e  w ith  o rd e rs  to  "march in s t a n t ly  upon 
him and tra m p le  him to  d e a t h . O n c e  he has lu re d  N ao ise  and D e ird re  
back to  I r e la n d ,  Conachur has them spend th e  n ig h t  in  th e  Red B ranch.
They a re  surrounded by C onachfjr's  troops and fo rc e d  to  escape th e  to rc h in g  
o f  t h e i r  h o s te l .  Not s a t is f ie d  w ith  th e  odds, Conachur has C a th fa  cas t  
a s p e ll  upon th e  Sons o f  Usna; Naoise and h is  b ro th e rs  a re  overwhelmed  
by th e  s o ld ie rs  and e x e c u te d . P a rt o f  C onachur's  d u p l ic i t y  re s ts  in  
th e  m a n ip u la tio n  o f  g easa . Fergus, h av in g  p ledged  h is  s u re ty  fo r  s a fe  
conduct to  th e  Sons o f  Usna, is  fo rc e d  to  fo l lo w  h is  fe a s t  £ei_s w hich  
acco rd in g  to  C onachur's  p lan  Borach presses upon him . Fergus is  to rn  
between th e  two o b lig a t io n s  and Stephens p o r tra y s  Fergus in  th e  e x t r e ­
m it ie s  o f  h is  dilem m a: "Fergus became one p u rp le  mass from  th e  crown
o f  h is  head to  th e  s o le s  o f  h is  f e e t ,  and h is  fa c e  s w e lle d  so th a t  th e  
bystanders  fe a re d  he would b u rs t w ith  th e  excess and v io le n c e  o f  th e
rag e . . . .B u t I cannot le a v e  a f e a s t , "  Fergus e x p la in e d , " f o r  th a t  is
34
my compact w ith  th e  gods. One cannot b reak  h is  geasa. "  But even th e
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g e ls  does no t n e c e s s a r i ly  p re v e n t d is a s tro u s  changes o f  h e a r t .  Fergus 
e x p la in s  to  Naoise t h a t  he sends th e  p a r ty  on to  th e  Red Branch under th e  
s u re ty  a f t e r  a l l ,  f o r  th e  g u a ra n te e  goes w ith  h is  sons. But during the  
s o r t ie s  a t  th e  Red Branch l a t e r , h i s  son Buinne a c c e p ts  C onachur's  o f f e r  
o f  a lo rd s h ip  and t r a c t  o f  land and he abandons N ao ise  and D e ird re . I t  
would seem th a t  th e  g e is  system , th e n , r a th e r  th an  a s t a b i l i z i n g  agent 
in  in te rp e rs o n a l r e la t io n s h ip s ,  c re a te d  impasse by o v e r - id e a l iz in g  human 
n a tu re  and by o m it t in g  to  re c o g n ize  th e  in e v i t a b le  q u irk s  o f  fa te .
B u in n e 's  d e s e r tio n  is  re p re h e n s ib le  and t r a d i t i o n  ho ld s  th a t h is  
t r a c t  o f  land has been b a rre n  to  th e  p re s e n t t im e . Though B u inne 's  ac ­
t io n  is  " p r a c t ic a l , "  i t  i s ,  o f  c o u rs e , ro u n d ly  condemned. In  c o n tra s t 
N a o is e 's  sense o f  honor causes him to  b reak  h is  g e is ,  to  be accompanied 
by F e rg u s , so th a t  a g a in s t  D e ir d r e 's  w arn in g  and h is  own b e t t e r  sense 
he doggedly marches on to  h is  d e a th : "We a re  h e re  now ,"  he says to
D e ir d r e , "and no m a tte r  w hat a w a its  us we must go to  m eet i t .  You 
w ould n o t w ish me to  run away, D e ir d r e e n ? " ^  Though i t  would  seem here  
t h a t  honor is  p a te n t ly  " im p r a c t ic a l , "  i t  must be remembered th a t  most 
h e ro ic  a c tio n s  were based on th e  h e ro 's  com plete  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  h is  
own pow er. Naoise o b v io u s ly  b e lie v e s  th a t  even i f  th e y  a re  caught in  
C onachur's  t r a p ,  th e y  can escap e . And i t  must a ls o  be remembered th a t  
he is  c o r r e c t  save fo r  th e  sm all b u t f a t a l  o v e rs ig h t  t h a t  Conachdir would  
use magic a g a in s t them.
A n o th er asp ect o f  in te rp e rs o n a l r e la t io n s h ip s  among th e  heroes was 
th e  sense o f  c am arad erie  which grows among men who have g re a t  respect 
f o r  each o th e r 's  a b i l i t i e s .  The s p i r i t  o f  c a m a ra d e rie  may come about as 
th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  i n i t i a t i o n  in to  an e l i t e  s o c ie ty  as w ith  th e  F ianna.
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Upon passage o f  th e  i n i t i a t i o n ,  w hich in c lu d e d  te s ts  o f  both m ental and 
p h y s ic a l s u i t a b i l i t y ,  th e  w a r r io r  became a f e i n i d , le a v in g  h is  fa m ily  and 
becoming e c la n d , w ith o u t  k in d re d ; th e  F ianna became h is  new " f a m i ly ."
More o f t e n ,  how ever, th e  fr ie n d s h ip  was a m a tte r  o f  e a rn in g  th e  re s p e c t  
o f  a n o th e r th rough b ra v e  deeds. I l l u s t r a t i n g  a v e ry  s p e c ia l " a f fe c t io n "  
was th e  bond between Fionn and G o ll based on a d m ira t io n , though grud­
g in g ly  g iv e n . G o l l ,  i t  must be remembered was o f  th e  C lan Morna which  
had k i l l e d  F io n n 's  f a t h e r  and had sought to  k i l l  F io n n . When Fionn ap ­
peared  a t  th e  c o u rt o f  Conn, G o ll mac Morna was th e  head o f  the  F ia n n a .  
When Fionn proved h is  s u p e r io r  v a lo r  by d e s tro y in g  th e  red o u b tab le  A i l ­
len  mac Midna o f  th e  S id h e , a ta s k  from  which a l l  th e  o th e r  heroes a t  
T a ra  shru n k , G o ll w ith  d ig n i t y  su rren d ered  th e  command o f  the  F ianna  
to  F io n n . Stephens d e s c rib e s  h is  commitment:
"What is  y o u r demand?" s a id  th e  A rd -R i.
"The th in g  th a t  i t  is  r ig h t  I shou ld  a s k ,"  
s a id  F io n n : " th e  command o f  th e  F ianna o f  I r e ­
la n d ."
"Make yo u r c h o ic e ,"  s a id  Conn to  G o ll Mor;
"you w i l l  le a v e  I r e la n d ,  o r  you w i l l  p la c e  yo u r  
hand in th e  hand o f  th is  champion and be h is  man."
G o ll c o u ld  do a th in g  t h a t  w ould be hard  fo r  
an o th e r p e rs o n , and he cou ld  do i t  so b e a u t i f u l l y  
th a t  he was n o t d im in ish ed  by any a c t io n .
"H ere  is  my h a n d ,"  s a id  G o l l .
And he tw in k le d  a t  th e  s te r n ,  young eyes th a t  
gazed on him as he made h is  sub m iss io n .
The f r ie n d s h ip  between G o ll and Fionn re p re s e n ts  th e  p e c u lia r  
paradox o f  s im i la r  re la t io n s h ip s  th ro u g h o u t I r i s h  h e ro ic  l i t e r a t u r e .  
G o ll acknowledges Fionn h is  le a d e r ;  y e t  G o ll n e v e r s u rre n d e rs  h is  own 
i n d iv id u a l i t y ,  nor does he g iv e  over c o m p le te ly  h is  b id  fo r  th e  p ra is e  
o f  o th e rs . He n e v e r a llo w s  h im s e lf  to  be e c lip s e d  by th e  g re a te r  man.
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mThe " L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A l le n "  occu rs  when G o ll d is t r ib u te s  o p en -handed ly  
h is  Danish t r ib u t e  tre a s u re s  to  th e  em barrassm ent o f  F io n n , whose g i f t -  
g iv in g  is  no t so magnanimous. L ik e w is e  a t  th e  Cave o f  Cesh C o rra n , G o ll 
in s is ts  on f ig h t in g  th e  fo u r th  hag h im s e lf ,  o s te n s ib ly  in th e  r o le  o f  
champion to  h is  le a d e r F io n n ,y e t  a c c ru in g  to  h im s e lf  g re a te r  g lo r y  fo r  
h is  s k i l l  and d a r in g . F ionn rew ards him w ith  the  hand o f  h is  dau g h ter  
in m a rr ia g e . T h e ir  r e la t io n s h ip ,  th e n , was such th a t  Fionn and G o ll 
may depend on each o th e r  to  f u l f i l l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  as a l l i e s  and th e  
fra n k  re s p e c t accorded an e q u a l.
A nother ty p e  o f  bond o f  a f f e c t io n  was th a t  between a hero  and h is  
fo s te r  son. Under th e  p r in c ip le  o f  fo s te r a g e , boys were s en t to  noble  
fa m il ie s  to  be re a re d . The more fo s t e r  sons a man had, th e  g r e a te r  h is  
re p u ta t io n . But th e  ten d e rn e s s  f e l t  in t h is  r e la t io n s h ip  was in  r e a l i t y  
s e p a ra te  from  th e  h e ro ic  d e s ire  to  acc ru e  fam e. I t  appeared based on 
th e  v e ry  p r a c t ic a l  c o n ven tio n  o f  p as s in g  on to  the next g e n e ra tio n  the  
s k i l l s  needed f o r  th e  m ain tenance o f  th e  s o c ie ty .  In the process o f  
t ra n s m it t in g  th e s e  s k i l l s  and b i t s  o f  fundam ental knowledge, th e  f o s te r  
fa th e r  and fo s te r  son w ere o fte n  in  each o th e r 's  company, th e  young man 
le a rn in g , be ing  gu ided by th e  wisdom o f  th e  fa th e r .  Thus a lo v e  was es ­
ta b lis h e d  between them d i f f e r e n t  in  now ise save in fa c t  o f  b lo o d . Sagas 
document th e  young heroes sense o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  e q u a lly  to  h is  p aren ts  
and to  h is  f o s te r  p a re n ts . Maeve e x p la in s  th e  s tre n g th  o f  t h is  bond:
"T h ere  is  bu t one th in g  a man can love e a s ie r  
and more f a i t h f u l l y  and more d e e p ly  than he loves a 
woman. . . .A  man can lo ve  a man b e t te r  than he 
loves a woman. T h a t i s ,  he can so love h is  son, 
h is  f o s t e r l in g ,  o r  h is  s c h o la r ."
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" I t  Is  s o ,"  mourned F ergus, t h in k in g  d eep ly  
o f  th e  absent C u c h u lin n . . . .He co u ld  tw is t  me 
about h is  m id d le  f in g e r .  He is  my h e a r t 's  p e t ,"  
he g ro w led .
O ther examples o f  th e  a f f e c t io n  o f  fo s te ra g e  in c lu d e  Dermod and C rim - 
thann and in  th e  b e g in n in g  Conachur fo r  N ao ise  and h is  b ro th e rs .
The h e ro ic  c h a r a c t e r is t ic  cons id ered  most im p o rta n t in  any c u ltu r e  
is  th e  h e ro 's  prowess. P h y s ic a l s t r e n g th , a g i l i t y ,  beauty  o f  form  a re  
combined w ith  b ra v e ry  and in te l l ig e n c e  in  th e  t y p ic a l  h e ro ic  demeanor.
The I r is h  hero  w e ll f u l f i l l e d  these c r i t e r i a .  The b ra v e ry  o f  th e  m ajor 
heroes is  in  ample e v id e n c e . I t  m ight m a n ife s t i t s e l f  as g re a t  re c k ­
le ssn ess , though most o fte n  i t  appeared to  be a n a tu ra l ou tgrow th  o f  
c a re fu l p re p a ra tio n  and a keen u n d ers tan d in g  o f  both  o n e 's  own a b i l i t i e s  
and those o f  th e  opponent. The hero m ight be ru th le s s  and savage in  
o b l i t e r a t in g  th e  enemy and ta k in g  bloody s p o i ls ;  y e t  th is  same hero co u ld  
be observed behaving w ith  g re a t  tenderness and g e n tle n e s s . There  Is  
evidence o f  a love  o f  v io le n c e  long co n s id e re d  a ty p ic a l  c h a r a c t e r is t ic  
o f  C e l t ic  p e o p le s ; bu t more o fte n  th e  hero engaged in  v io le n c e  through  
a d e te rm in a n t sense o f  du ty  born o f  a d ig n i f ie d  b e l i e f  in  f a ta l is m . W ith  
c e r ta in  ex c e p tio n s  th e  I r i s h  hero was a p p a re n t ly  n o t an e x t r e m is t .  Ra­
t h e r ,  the ve ry  b es t o f  th e  h e ro ic  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  seemed rem arkab ly  in t e ­
g ra te d . Stephens speaks o f  F io n n : "He was as f i t t e d  f o r  lo n e lin e s s  as
th e  crane is  th a t  haunts the  s o litu d e s  and b le a k  w astes o f  th e  sea; fo r
th e  man w ith  a thought has a comrade and F io n n 's  mind worked as f e a t ly  
koas h is  body d id ."  M oreover, th e  h e ro 's  b ra v e ry  was u s u a lly  e x h ib ite d  
a t  an e a r ly  age. A t age n in e te e n  N aoise had a lre a d y  served  two years  
as a f u l l  member o f  th e  Red Branch w a r r io r s .  S tephens n otes  h is
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em inent co u ra g e : "He w ould move h a b i t u a l ly  w here d eath  urged about him
a t  no g r e a te r  d is ta n c e  than th e  le n g th  o f  a s p e a r , and he w ould look  
upon d eath  as b e in g  so in s ta n t  a p a r t  o f  l i f e ,  th a t  he must woo th e
ill
one as e a r n e s t ly  as he loved th e  o t h e r ."  H is  g re a t  s k i l l  and courage  
is  nowhere more ap p a re n t than in  th e  p la n n in g  and e x e c u tio n  o f  th e  
s o r t ie s  o u t o f  th e  Red Branch th rough  w hich N a o is e , h is  b ro th e r s , and 
the two sons o f  Fergus ta k e  on C onachur's arm y. N ao ise  p lan s  fo r  th e  
younger men to  d a r t  among th e  enemy, k i l l i n g  as many men as p o s s ib le
and coming back th rough the doors o f  the  Red Branch upon a s ig n a l .  Then
running th ro u g h  d i f f e r e n t  doors a t  d i f f e r e n t  tim es  a l l  f i v e  w a r r io rs  
wreak havoc among C onachur's  s o ld ie r s  p re v e n t in g  any e f f ic a c y  w ith  th e  
b a t te r in g  ram. In  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  c o n fid e n c e  in  t h e i r  own s tre n g th  
and s k i l l ,  a l l  o f  th e  young men b a n te r  and jo k e  in  seeming d is re g a rd  o f  
the  f a t a l  dangers im m ed ia te ly  o u ts id e  the doors o f  th e  Red Branch. The 
odds a g a in s t  th e  Sons o f  Usna a re  o verw h e lm in g , but g iv e n  t h e i r  n a tu re s  
and th e  s k i l l  o f  S tephens ' n a r r a t iv e ,  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  success is  
p e r f e c t ly  c r e d ib le .
Encounters  w ith  th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l re q u ire d  from  th e  h ero  th e  g re a te s t  
prowess. The young A r t ,  son o f  Conn, is  commanded by h is  s tepm other 
Becuma to  seek o u t Delvcaem , th e  dau g h ter o f  M organ. V e n tu r in g  to  an 
is la n d  in  th e  M any-C o lored  Land, he is  warned by C red e, th e  T ru ly  
B e a u t i f u l ,  w hat dangers l i e  ahead o f  him:
T h ere  is  a w ild  d ark  ocean to  be c ro s s e d . T h ere  is
a dense wood where e v e ry  th o rn  on e v e ry  t r e e  is  sharp  
as a s p e a r -p o in t  and is  curved and c lu tc h in g .  There  
is  a deep g u l f  to  be gone th ro u g h , . . .a  p la c e  o f  
s ile n c e  and t e r r o r ,  f u l l  o f  dumb, venomous m o n sters .
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There fs  an immense oak f o r e s t — d a r k , den se , th o rn y , 
a p lace  to  be s tra y e d  in ,  a p la c e  to  be u t t e r l y  be­
w ild e re d  and lo s t  in .  T h ere  Is  a v a s t  d a rk  w i ld e r ­
ness, and th e r e in  is  a d a rk  house, lo n e ly  and f u l l  
o f  echoes, and In  I t  th e re  a re  seven gloomy hags, 
who are  warned a lr e a d y  o f  y o u r coming and ajjg w a i t ­
ing to  p lunge you in  a b a th  o f  m o lten  le a d .
A r t  is  p ro p e r ly  sobered by th e  a c c o u n t, b u t he wi 11 in  nowise l is te n  to
h e r p leas  to  remain in  s a fe ty  w ith  h e r .  " I  am under bond ,"  A r t  p r o te s ts .
" I  have passed my w ord , and I w ould  n o t fo r g e t  Ir e la n d  o r  c u t m yself
43from  i t  fo r  a l l  the  kingdoms o f  th e  M an y-C o lo red  L a n d ."  Then Crede 
warns him o f  an even g r e a te r  d an g er— D elvcaem 's  m o th e r, Dog Head. Now 
th e  essence o f  A r t 's  hero ism  is  c a p tu re d  in  h is  q u ie t  m ental no te : " I n ­
d e e d ,. . . th e r e  is  so much to  beware o f  th a t  I w i l l  beware o f  n o th in g .
I w i l l  go about my b u s in e s s . . .an d  I w i l l  l e t  th o se  be ings and m onsters  
and th e  peop le  o f  th e  Dog Heads go about t h e i r  b u s in e s s ."  What m ight 
be co nstrued  as n a iv e te  h e re  is  in  a c t u a l i t y  s to ic is m . The hero knew 
w hat m ight be changed and w hat m ight n o t . He s im p ly  accepted  w hatever 
ir re v o c a b ly  was, be ing  p e r f e c t ly  w i l l i n g ,  as a g e n e ra l r u le ,  to  p itc h  
h is  e f f o r t s  a g a in s t i t .  T h is  s to ic is m  is  p a r t ,  o f  c o u rs e , o f  the g en e ra l 
h e ro ic  tendency to  f a t a l is m .  A r t 's  v ic t o r y  o v e r h is  enemies i l lu s t r a t e s  
t h is  c o n d it io n . A r t  w ins o v e r Dog Head u l t im a t e ly  because "h e r days were  
numbered, h er s ta r  was o u t ,  and h e r t im e  had come"; and a g a in s t Morgan 
f a t e  here  to o  is  th e  d e c id in g  f a c t o r ;  "when th e  w i f e 's  tim e  has come, 
th e  husband is  doomed. He is  r e q u ire d  e ls e w h e re  by h is  b e lo ved , and
Morgan went to  r e jo in  h is  queen in  th e  w o rld  t h a t  comes a f t e r  the Many- 
4 4C o lo red  L and ."  Though A r t 's  b ra v e ry  is  n o n e th e le s s  e f f e c t u a l ,  v ic t o r y  
is  s t i l l  c o n tro lle d  by th e  in e s c a p a b le  d ic ta te s  o f  f a t e .
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A n o th e r exam ple o f  b ra v e ry  opens S tep h en s ' In  th e  Land o f  Youth  
w ith  N e ra 's  u n d e r ta k in g . I t  is  a t e s t  no t o n ly  o f  w il l in g n e s s  to  
prove v a lo r  a g a in s t  g re a t  odds; in  overcom ing th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l th e  hero  
here  is  a c t u a l ly  overcom ing h im s e lf .  N e ra , a c c e p tin g  A i l l i l ' s  c h a l­
lenge to  t i e  a w ith y  around th e  fo o t  o f  a hanged man on Samhain Eve, 
is  w i l l i n g  n o t o n ly  to  accom plish  th e  ta s k  b u t a ls o  to  s tan d  f a s t  when 
th e  man m ira c u lo u s ly  speaks. Nera agrees to  ta k e  th e  man on h is  back 
to  s ecu re  w a te r .  Nera boasts to  th e  hanged man, " th e r e  n ever was a man 
in  th e  w o r ld  b e fo re  was asked to  do th e  l i k e ;  and th e r e  i s n ' t  a man in
IfC
th e  w o r ld  b u t m y s e lf  would do i t . "  T h is  b o ast is  a f a m i l i a r  a t t r ib u t e  
o f  th e  h e ro . In  th e  p re v io u s ly  c i te d  in c id e n t  N ao ise  is  to u te d  as one 
o f  th e  fo u r  " l ig h t s  o f  th e  G a e l."  H is  b ro th e r  A in n le  in  h is  y o u th fu l 
en th u s iasm  b o asts  t h a t  he is  as good a w a r r io r  as C u c h u la in . In th e  
te n d e r s to r y  o f  F io n n 's  a c q u ir in g  Saeve as h is  w i f e  he vows to  p ro te c t  
h e r from  th e  F e a r D o irc h e , the Dark Man o f  th e  S id h e , w ith  a h e ro ic  
b o a s t: "W here I am le t  him not come. . . .1 a ls o  have know ledge. 1
am F io n n , th e  son o f  U a i l ,  th e  son o f  B a is c n e , a man among men and a 
god w here th e  gods a r e . " ^  The boast served  s e v e ra l fu n c tio n s  in  th e  
h e ro ic  m ien . I t  fu n c tio n e d  to  underscore th e  h e ro 's  sense o f  s e l f -  
id e n t i t y  and in d iv id u a lis m , to  o f f e r  c h a lle n g e  to  th e  enemy so th a t  he 
m ight open th e  c o n fr o n ta t io n , to  underm ine th e  enem y's c o n fid e n c e , and 
f i n a l l y  to  b o ls t e r  th e  h e ro 's  own courage by a p u b l ic  r e c i t a t io n  o f  h is  
own v i r t u e s .
In  h is  courage th e  C e l t ic  hero  was e n t i r e l y  c a p a b le  o f  r u th le s s ­
ness. The acco u n t o f  C u c h u la in 's  ravages among th e  fo rc e s  o f  Connacht 
bears  am ple te s tim o n y  to  personal s a v a g e ry , as does E o c h a id 's  murderous
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in te n t io n s  a g a in s t M id i r ,  N a o is e 's  and F io n n 's  b a t t le  s k i l l s ,  C onachur's
obsessive  p u rs u it  and v in d ic t iv e  e x e c u tio n  o f  th e  Sons o f  Usna. But
these heroes a re  e q u a lly  c ap ab le  o f  g re a t  te n d e rn e s s . Cuchulain  coming
upon a young c h a r io te e r  o f  Connacht c u t t in g  c h a r io t  po les in  th e  f o r e s t ,
no t o n ly  spares him b u t h e lp s  him  c u t th e  p o le s  as w e l l .  Eochaid speaks
te n d e r ly ,  alm ost p l a i n t i v e l y ,  to  E ta in  o f  h is  lo v e  fo r  h e r . When D e ird re
c r ie s  h er fe a rs  to  h im , N ao ise  co m fo rts  h e r:  " L i t t l e  ten d er w i f e ! "  he
s m ile d . " A f te r  a l l  th e  dangers we have gone through you a re  f r ig h te n e d
a t  l a s t . "  Naoise " k is s e d  and p e tte d  h e r ,  p u t t in g  back the  h a ir  from  h e r
47brow and fram ing h er fa c e  in  h is  h an d s ."  F ionn is  decim ated by th e
loss o f  Saeve, y e t  in  f in d in g  O is in  loves th e  l i t t l e  boy deep ly  fo r  h er  
sake: "He put h is  hand in to  F io n n 's  and th e  C h ie f f e l t  as i f  th a t  l i t t l e
hand had been put in to  h is  h e a r t .  He l i f t e d  th e  lad  to  h is  g re a t s h o u l­
d e r . . . .J u s t as a t  one tim e  he cou ld  n o t be p a rte d  from Saeve, so now
he cou ld  not be sep a ra te d  from t h is  boy. He had a thousand names f o r
48 ✓
him , each one more te n d e r  than th e  l a s t . "  Even the  t e r r i b l e  Conachur
was as capable o f  g re a t  ten d ern ess  as o f  f i e r c e  p a ss io n s . At h is  f i r s t  
m eeting w ith  D e ird re  he f a l l s  im m e d ia te ly  in  lo ve  w ith  her and y e t  
he recognizes h er awe o f  him : "Do not be f e a r f u l ,  0 l i t t l e  tw is te d
loop o f  the r in g le t s ,  f o r  you a re  my b e lo v e d . You s h a ll have no w e a r i­
ness o r  lack  fo r  e v e r ,  f o r  I s h a ll  f o ld  you in  my a f fe c t io n  as a hawk 
49fo ld s  a i r  w ith in  h er w in g s ."
The C e lt ic  hero  was an in t e l l i g e n t  b e in g  and though g iven  to  the  
usual shortcom ings o f  p a s s io n , n e v e r th e le s s , d e a lt  w ith  th e  v ic is s itu d e s  
o f  l i f e  f a r  b e t te r  than  th e  o rd in a ry  w a r r io r .  The h e ro ic  in te l l ig e n c e  
was o f  a p e c u l ia r ly  homogenous s t r a in .  I t  in v o lv e d  knowledge o f  e x te rn a l
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d e r iv a t io n  based on e x p e rie n c e  and t r a in in g ,  know ledge ga in ed  through in ­
s a t ia b le  c u r io s ity  w ith in  a perso n a l code t h a t  fo rb a d e  s h r in k in g  from  
th e  unknown. Stephens d e s c rib e s  Fionn as a d v e n tu ro u s , p ru d en t except 
w here h im s e lf  was concerned . M oreover, he was a po et in  th e  sense 
"man o f  s c ie n c e ."  T h is  term  is  r a th e r  in te r e s t in g  h ere  in  th a t  i t  ap­
p ears  to  mean sc ien ce in  th e  sense o f  s c ie n t ia , knowledge in  g e n e ra l,  
n o t th a t  p e r t in e n t  o n ly  to  p e rc e p tio n  o f  phenomenal r e a l i t y .  As the  
poet-m an o f  s c ie n c e , "w h atever was s tra n g e  o r  unusual had an i r r e s i s t i b l e  
a t t r a c t io n  fo r  him. . . .Such a s o ld ie r  was he t h a t ,  s in g le -h a n d e d , he 
c o u ld  ta k e  the  Fianna o u t o f  any h o le  th ey  g o t in t o ,  b u t such an in ­
v e te r a te  poet was he th a t  a l l  th e  Fianna to g e th e r  co u ld  s c a rc e ly  re ­
t r i e v e  him from th e  abysses in to  w hich he tu m b le d .
The most rem arkable asp e c t o f  F io n n 's  know led g e , how ever, is  the  
m agica l e x p la n a tio n  o f  i t s  d e r iv a t io n .  In  h is  y o u th  Fionn became the  
p u p il o f  th e  poet Finegas who was encamped a lo n g  th e  R iv e r  Boyne, 
w a it in g  to  catch  th e  Salmon o f  Knowledge, w hich when e a te n  would g iv e  
i t s  consumer a l l  knowledge. The w ell-know n s t o r y ,  how ever, e x p la in s  
t h a t  F inegas o n ly  catches th e  Salmon. As f o r e t o ld ,  i t  is  Fionn who 
is  to  e a t  i t . ^  Stephens downplays th is  manner o f  a c q u ir in g  know ledge, 
how ever; Stephens p o in ts  o u t in  an a s id e , "V/e g e t  w is e  by a sk in g  ques­
t io n s ,  and even i f  th ese a re  no t answ ered, we g e t  w is e , fo r  a w e l l -  
packed q u e s tio n  c a r r ie s  i t s  answer on i t s  back as a s n a i l  c a r r ie s  i ts  
s h e l l ." ■ ’2 F io n n , th e n , r a th e r  d e r iv e s  h is  u n d e rs ta n d in g  by th e  s im ple  
te c h n iq u e  o f  asking q u e s tio n s  o f  F in eg as: " F io n n 's  mind le a rn e d  to
jump in  a bumpier f i e l d  than th a t  in  which he had chased h a re s . And 
when he had asked h is  q u e s t io n , and g iven  h is  own answer to  i t ,  F inegas
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w ould ta k e  th e  m a t te r  up and make c le a r  to  him where th e  query  was b a d ly  
form ed o r  a t  what p o in t  th e  answer had begun to  go a s t r a y ,  so th a t  F ionn  
came to  understand by w hat su ccessions a good q u e s tio n  grows a t  la s t  to  
a good answer.
L a te r  F io n n 's  in t e l l ig e n c e  coupled w ith  h is  e x p e rie n c e  e n a b le s  him  
to  overcome th e  fearsom e A i l l e n  mac M idna. Though a id ed  indeed by 
F ia c u i l  mac Cona, who g iv e s  him th e  lo rd  o f  th e  S id h e 's  own s p e a r , Fionn  
u t i l i z e s  h is  own u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  both th e  powers o f  n a tu re  and o f  th e  
n a tu re  o f  men to  overcom e th e  g re a t m a g ic ia n : "D arkness was n o t a th in g
to  t e r r i f y  h im , b re d  in  th e  n ig h tn ess  o f  a wood and th e  ve ry  f o s t e r l in g  
o f  gloom; nor c o u ld  th e  w ind  a f f l i c t  h is  e a r  o r  h is  h e a r t .  T h ere  was no 
n o te  in i t s  o rc h e s tra  t h a t  he had not brooded on and become, w hich be­
coming is  m agic. . . .L is te n in g  in th e  dark  to  th e  bundle o f  n o ises  
w hich make a n o is e  he c o u ld  d is e n ta n g le  them and assign  a p la c e  and a
reason to  each g ra d a t io n  o f  sound th a t  formed th e  ch o ru s. . . .F e a r
5 4cannot be where know ledge is ,  and Fionn was n o t f e a r f u l . "  I n t e r ­
e s t in g ly  enough Stephens d is t in g u is h e s  here between magic and know ledge. 
I t  is  an in c id e n t  f r a u g h t  w ith  m agic. A i l le n  mac Midna is  a b le  to  pu t 
anyone to  s leep  by p la y in g  a magic tune on p ip e  and tim p an , and he blows  
a d a r t  o f  f i r e  o u t o f  h is  mouth to  th e  d e s tru c t io n  o f  a l l  in  i t s  p a th . 
Fionn re s is ts  h is  m agic by b re a th in g  the  em anations from  A i l l e n 's  own 
s p ear to  fo rc e  h im s e lf  to  be a l e r t  and by c a tc h in g  th e  f i r e  in  h is  man­
t l e .  But one n o tes  F io n n 's  s ta y in g  awake by means o f  th e  s p e a r , so 
c r u c ia l  to  th e  success o f  h is  v e n tu re , is  th e  p ro d u ct o f  know ledge, 
w h ile  th e  l a t t e r ,  th e  c a tc h in g  o f  th e  f i r e ,  is  m ag ic . Stephens p o in ts  
o u t th a t  "know ledge. . . i s  h ig h e r  than magic and is  more to  be so u g h t.
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I t  is  q u ite  p o s s ib le  to  see what is  happening and y e t  n o t know what is  
fo rw a rd , f o r  w h ile  s e e in g  is  b e l ie v in g  i t  does n o t f o l lo w  t h a t  e i t h e r  
see in g  o r  b e l ie v in g  is  knowing.
In  a n o th e r o f  th e  s to r ie s  in I r i s h  F a ir y  T a le s  Stephens recounts  
again  th e  v a lu e  o f  q u e s tio n s  in  th e  a c q u is it io n  o f  know ledge. Dermod 
mac Ae and h is  f o s t e r  son Crim thann o fte n  w ent h u n tin g  to g e th e r  and 
these e x c u rs io n s  proved  o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  Dermod to  in s t r u c t  Crim thann  
in  p r in c e ly  w ays. But as in  th e  p a r a l le l  s i t u a t io n  in  "Becuma o f  the  
W hite  S k in ,"  Dermod h e re  a llo w s  p r o v e r b ia l ly  h is  h e a r t  to  r u le  h is  head. 
When B e c fo la  re fu s e s  t o  g iv e  h er name o r  o r i g i n ,  th e  k in g  does not in ­
s is t  f o r  he has been so overcome by h er b eau ty  t h a t  he is  determ ined  to  
woo h e r . He rem arks to  C rim th an n , "We must a lw ays t r y  to  a c t w is e ly ,  
and we shou ld  o n ly  i n s is t  on re c e iv in g  answers to  q u e s tio n s  in  which  
we a re  p e r s o n a lly  co n cern ed . . . .The pas t is  h e r s , .  . .b u t  th e  fu tu re  
is  o u rs , and we s h a l l  o n ly  demand th a t  w hich is  p e r t in e n t  to  th e  fu ­
tu r e .  Though th e  s e n tim e n t here  is  a d m ira b le , th e  s ta te m e n t is  i r o n ic  
fo r  Dermod makes a g ra v e  m is take  in no t d is c o v e r in g  who B e c fo la  is .
T h a t th e  C e l t i c  h e ro 's  In te l l ig e n c e  and p e rc e p t io n  may be a lte r e d  
by h is  pass io n  is  made a b u n d an tly  c le a r  in  C onach iir. C onachur's  ad ep t­
ness as le a d e r  is  e v id e n t  in  th e  very  c ircu m stan ces  o f  h is  r u le .  The
son o f  Nessa who persuaded her young second husband to  g iv e  up h is  th ro n e  
fo r  a y e a r  to  C onachur, Conachdr is  a d r o it  enough n o t o n ly  to  re ta in  
t i t l e  to  th e  th ro n e , bu t th rough th e  acco lad es  o f  th e  p eo p le  in  t e s t i ­
mony to  h is  w is e  r u le  a ls o  manages to  r e ta in  th e  fa v o r  o f  Fergus h im s e lf .  
His happy r u le  is  in te r r u p te d ,  how ever, by th e  d i r e  p ro p h e c ie s  concerning
th e  b i r t h  o f  a baby g i r l  D e ird re  to  the  w ife  o f  h is  s t o r y - t e l l e r  F e lim id
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mac D a l i .  R e fu s in g  to  s la y  th e  In f a n t ,  r a th e r  he puts th e  c h i ld  under 
his ro y a l p r o te c t io n .  In  th e  course o f  even ts  she grows In to  b e a u t i fu l
womanhood; Conachtir f a l l s  in  lo ve  w ith  h e r but b e fo re  he can m arry  h e r ,
she f le e s  w ith  N ao ise  and h is  b ro th e rs  to  S c o tla n d . I t  is  a t  th a t  p o in t  
th a t  h is  in t e l l ig e n c e  becomes c r a f t .  Conachijr designs a p lan  th a t  w i l l
b rin g  the  e x i le s  in to  th e  reach o f  h is  vengeance. Aware th a t  N ao ise  is
under g e is  n o t to  re tu rn  to  I r e la n d  un less in the company o f  C o n a ll C ear- 
nach, C u c h u la in , o r  F e rg u s , Conachur in te rv ie w s  a l l  th re e  men. C onall 
Cearnach and C u ch u la in  make i t  p la in  to  th e  k ing  th a t  th e y  would k i l l  
even th e  k in g  h im s e lf  shou ld  he in t e r f e r e  w ith  any man under t h e i r  p ro ­
te c t io n . But Fergus ad m its  t h a t  he co u ld  no t k i l l  th e  k in g  under any 
circu m stan ces . I t  is  he th a t  Conachur sends to  b r in g  back th e  Sons o f  
Usna and D e ir d r e . Stephens adds t h is  e lem ent to  the  scene, th a t  B orach, 
who is to  im plem ent C onachur's  p lan  to  s e p a ra te  Fergus from  h is  respon­
s i b i l i t i e s  is  w itn e s s  to  C onachur's  charge to  Fergus: "F e rg u s , my
fr ie n d ,  you s h a ll  go to  S c o tla n d  and b r in g  back to  th is  c o u rt th e  th re e  
sons o f  U isneac and th e  woman D e ir d r e . There s h a ll be no d e la y  about 
the e x e c u tio n  o f  t h is  d u ty . . . .The in s ta n t  th e y  se t fo o t  in Ire la n d  
you s h a ll proceed h ere  w ith  them; and i f ,  from any cause w h a ts o e v e r, you 
cannot come y o u r s e l f ,  you s h a ll  cause them to  come to  me w ith o u t  th e  
delay  o f  even one h a l f - h o u r ." " ^  As e ven ts  t r a n s p ir e ,  o f  c o u rs e , Borach, 
a c tin g  upon C o nachur's  o rd e rs , ho lds Fergus to  h is  g e is  n e v e r to  re fu s e  
an in v i t a t io n  to  a f e a s t ,  and th e  fa te d  group is  sent on to  Emain Macha 
under th e  in e f f e c t u a l  p r o te c t io n  o f  Ferg u s ' two sons lo l la n  and B uinne. 
Again Conachur re v e a ls  h is  c r a f t  when he r e s is ts  Lavarcham 's in v e n tio n  
th a t  a f t e r  h e r  y e a rs  o f  h a rd s h ip  D e ird re  is  worn and u g ly . Conachur
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f i r s t  sends Lavarcham to  see D e ird re  in  th e  Red Branch. True to  h er plan  
Lavarcham re p o rts  th a t  D e ird re  is  " r u in e d . . . .H er cheeks a re  ho llo w  
and h er eyes a re  re d . . .s h e  is  t h in  and haggard, and she leaned by the  
ta b le  as though a l l  th e  w e a rin e s s  o f  th e  w o rld  were in  h e r s id e s .
But Conachdr does no t t r u s t  Lavarcham 's  r e p o r t;  r e a l iz in g  the  m aternal 
a f fe c t io n  she has fo r  th e  g i r l ,  he surm ises th a t  she seeks to  calm the
k in g 's  an g er. He sends a guard whose f a t h e r  and b ro th e rs  had been k i l l e d
by Naoise to  re p o r t .  The guard t e l l s  Conachur, "She is  r e d - lip p e d  and
sweet-eyed and d e l ic io u s .  She is  th e  lo v e l ie s t  woman th a t  moves in  the
w o r l d . C o n a c h u r  moves on th e  re p o r t  to  secure D e ird re  again  to  him­
s e l f  by a s s a u lt in g  th e  Red B ranch .
The c r a f t  incumbent upon in t e l l ig e n c e  is  again  evoked in th e  name 
o f  passion in  the  s to ry  w ith in  In th e  Land o f  Youth based on th e  Tochmarc 
E ta in e . The s to ry  o f  how E t a in ,  th e  w i f e  o f  M id ir  o f  the  S id h e , became 
reborn in to  th e  human w o rld  and how she became the  w ife  o f  Eochaid A? rem 
is  a w ell-know n I r is h  t a l e .  The s to ry  i l lu s t r a t e s  th e  ro le  o f  c r a f t  and 
b e a rin g , the  h e ro ic  dem eanor, in  th e  f e l l i n g  o f  an a d v e rs a ry . I t  i s ,  in 
essence, a s to ry  o f  c o m p le x it ie s  woven around h e ro ic  honor. In th is  
s to ry  the h e ro ic  demeanor is  in te r p r e te d  both in th e  m orta l w o rld  and 
in  th e  w o rld  o f  th e  S id h e .^  In  k e ep in g  w ith  th e  s ta tu r e  o f  the  two op­
ponents the  b as is  o f  th e  c o n te s ts ;  in t e l l ig e n c e  and c r a f t .  As Stephens 
n o te s , the two a re  w o rth y  a d v e rs a r ie s :  "The High King o f  I r e la n d ,  by
breed ing  once, and once ag a in  by h is  g re a t  o f f i c e ,  is  tw ic e  a god, and 
M id ir  could  a llo w  th a t  te c h n ic a l ly  no in s u l t  had been g iven  o r  re c e iv e d . 
He c o u ld , th e r e fo r e ,  reg ard  E ochaid  w ith o u t  an g er; and could  contem plate  
th e  r e la t io n  between th e  H igh K ing and E ta in  w ith o u t j e a l o u s y . M i d i r
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i s ,  n e v e r th e le s s , embued w ith  a sense o f  ju s t ic e  as w e l l .  M id ir  had 
f a l le n  prey  to  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f  s e ig n io ry  in  h is  w o rld  when he was o b lig e d
to  s u rren d er E ta in  to  Angus, the  son o f  th e  Dagda. He m ight w e ll  r e ­
fu s e , th e n , to  sh are  E ta in  w ith  a m o r ta l ,  even th e  H igh King o f  I r e la n d .
Stephens w o rks , th e n , w ith  a s i tu a t io n  fra u g h t w ith  te n s io n  in  
which two c o lo s s i d is p u te  to g e th e r .  M id ir  beg in s th e  c o n te s t by a p p e a lin g  
to  E ta in 's  lo ve  in  th e  g u is e  o f  a m o r ta l ly  i l l  A i l i l l ,  b ro th e r  o f  Eo­
c h a id . When she re fu s e s  to  go away w ith  h im , M id ir  comes to  E ochaid  du­
r in g  the T a i l l t e a n  Games and c h a llen g es  him to  a chess game. Eochaid  is
the  Champion Chess P la y e r  o f  a l l  I r e la n d . In th e  f i r s t  match Eochaid
w in s , p ro te s t in g  h is  " r u in "  to  the end , by " t a lk in g  to  h is  f in g e r s "  and
th ereb y  d is t r a c t in g  M id i r .  Upon demanding a revenge game, how ever, M id ir
ac ts  c h u r l is h ly ,  b u t he is  unsuccessfu l in  c au s in g  E ochaid  to  fo r g e t  h is  
game in  a n g er. But in  th e  r e c o n c i l ia t io n  th a t  fo l lo w s ,M id i r  does p e r ­
suade Eochaid to  d rop  h is  g u a rd , and M id ir  w ins th e  game, naming E ta in  
as h is  s ta k e . As in  th e  s to r y  o f  E ta in ,  th e  h e ro 's  en co u n ters  w ith  th e  
su p ern a tu ra l co u ld  r e q u ir e  o f  him p h y s ic a l s t r e n g th , in t e l l ig e n c e ,  o r  
both . A r t 's  c o n te s t w ith  th e  monstrous p a re n ts  o f  Delvcaem  is  p r im a r i ly  
a con tes t o f  w i t s :  " I t  was a w oefu l com bat, f o r  th e r e  was no c r a f t  o r
s a g a c ity  unknown to  h e r  and . . . .w hat he co u ld  no t e f f e c t  by arms
Morgan would endeavo r by g u i le ,  so th a t  w h ile  A r t  drove a t  him o r  p a r ­
r ie d  a c r a f ty  b lo w , th e  shape o f  Morgan changed b e fo re  h is  eyes and
th e  monstrous k in g  was h a v in g  a t  him in  a n o th e r form  and from  a n o th e r  
62d ir e c t io n ."  The c o n te s t  may be p u re ly  a p h y s ic a l f ig h t  as G o l l 's  
combat w ith  th e  fo u r th  d au g h ter o f  Conaran: " I t  was hard  to  w ith s ta n d
th e  t e r r i f i c  blows o f  th a t  m ighty fem ale  f o r  h e r  sword p layed  w ith  th e
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q uickness o f  lig h te n in g  and smote l i k e  th e  heavy c ra s h in g  o f  a s torm .
As v e r i f i e d  by these a c c o u n ts , m o rta l powers were s e v e re ly  c h a lle n g e d  
by those o f  the  s u p e rn a tu ra l,  y e t  th e  s t o r ie s  o f  th ese  encounters  
tu rn ed  more o fte n  than no t on a sense o f  ju s t i c e .  W ith  the  e x c e p tio n  o f  
F io n n 's  loss o f  Saeve to  th e  Dark Man o f  th e  S idhe in  " O is in 's  M o th e r,"  
th e  ta le s  recounted by Stephens ap p ear to  underscore  th e  concept th a t  
re g a rd le s s  o f  the  odds th e  s id e  h a v in g  th e  g re a te s t  c la im  to  t r u th  
tr iu m p h s . Thus Fionn overcomes th e  e v i l  A i l le n  mac M idna, Uct D e lv  
is  r i g h t f u l l y  p la c a te d  by h e r  m o rta l lo v e r ,  and E ta in  re tu rn s  from  h er  
m orta l mate to  M id i r ,  h er r ig h t f u l  husband.
I f  r ig h t  was a h e ro 's  most p o w e rfu l " a l l y , "  then b ra v e ry  was the  
c a ta ly s t  th a t  brought r ig h t  in to  p la y .  But th e re  a re  two ways in w hich  
a man may be b rave— through a sense o f  unsw erving d e d ic a tio n  to  th e  
m a tte r  a t  hand, a commitment w hich causes him to  ig n o re  h is  own needs, 
and th rough a b e l ie f  in  a d e te rm in is m  o r  fa t a l is m  through which he ex ­
p ects  harm and death  to  be in e s c a p a b le  a t  a g iven  moment in h is  l i f e .
Though th e  C e l t ic  hero  p a rto o k  o f  b o th  c o n c e p ts , h is  demeanor was more 
a pro d u ct o f  th e  l a t t e r .  In fu s e d  w ith  th e  s tro n g  p r im i t iv e  sense o f  
th e  in e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  f a t e ,  th e  h e ro , n e v e r th e le s s , counted i t  a p a r t  o f  
h is  h e ro ic  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ,  h is  manhood, to  fa c e  h is  fa te  head o n . I t  
was p o s s ib le , th e n , f o r  him to  ta k e  an a lm o st p e rv e rs e  d e l ig h t  in  a 
v e rs io n  o f  e x is te n t ia l is m  in  which he m ight a t  la s t  c o n tro l h is  own fa t e  
by re fu s in g  to  be cowed by i t .  I t  is  in  t h is  s p i r i t  th a t  Stephens has 
Fionn p h ilo s o p h iz e  w ith  h is  men on w hat was th e  f in e s t  music in  th e  w o r ld .  
O is in 's  answer th e  cuckoo c a l l in g  from  th e  h ig h e s t t r e e  and O s c a r's  th e  
" r in g  o f  a spear on a s h ie ld "  and th e  o th e r s — th e  c a l l  o f  a s ta g , h u n tin g
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
1 5 7
hounds b a y in g , a l a r k 's  song , " th e  laugh o f  a g le e fu l  g i r l ,  o r  th e  w h is ­
p er o f  a moved o n e "— a l l  i l l u s t r a t e  the h e ro ic  j o i e  de v i v r e . But F io n n 's  
answer is  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  th e  h e ro ic  s p i r i t  i t s e l f  and th e  t r a d i t io n a l  
love  o f  l i f e  th a t  in fu s e s  th e  C e l t ic  t r a d i t i o n .  I t  i s ,  he s a y s , " th e  
music o f  what happens. . . t h a t  is  the f in e s t  music in  th e  w o r ld ."  S te ­
phens notes th a t  F ionn h im s e lf ,  " loved  'w hat h ap p en ed ,' and w ould  not 
evade i t  by th e  sw erve o f  a h a i r . " ^
Such an a t t i t u d e  does c re a te  a sense o f  s t a b i l i t y .  I t  is  an acknow­
ledgement th a t  a m an's f a t e  is  inescapab le  and m ore, th a t  he is  s p e c ia l ly  
desig n ated  and eq u ip p ed  to  make in e v ita b le  i t s  c o u rs e . T h is  f a t a l i s t i c  
m o tif  is  a c o n s ta n t th re a d  woven th roughout the  h e ro ic  t a le s .  F inegas  
t e l l s  Fionn b e s id e  th e  Boyne "you are  e n t i t l e d  to  a l l  th a t  you can ta k e ,  
but to  no more than  t h a t .  T a k e , so , w ith  both  h a n d s . T h e  r e la t io n s h ip  
between Gol 1 and F ionn i l l u s t r a t e s  h e ro ic  a c c e p ta n c e . As d iscu ssed  above, 
G o ll is  a b le  to  g iv e  o v e r  g r a c e fu l ly  th e  le a d e rs h ip  o f  th e  F ian n a  when 
Fionn proves th e  more w o rth y  by h is  s la y in g  o f  A i l l e n  mac M idna. The 
ending o f  "The Cave a t  Cesh C o rra n ,"  how ever, i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  extrem es  
and p e c u l ia r i t ie s  o f  th e  re la t io n s h ip  between th e s e  two h e ro e s , a con­
n e c tio n  in form ed by a h ig h e r  p r in c ip le  than p e rso n a l a c c o u n ta b i l i t y .
G o ll in  th is  s to r y  a c ts  as F io n n 's  champion, k i l l i n g  a l l  fo u r  o f  th e  
t e r r i b l e  hags who had im p riso n ed  the  F ia n n a . To reward him Fionn g iv e s  
G o ll h is  d au g h ter to  w i f e .  Stephens notes th a t  th is  moment o f  warm 
g r a t itu d e  " d id  n o t p re v e n t  G o ll from k i l l i n g  F io n n 's  b ro th e r  C a i r e l l  
l a t e r  on, nor d id  i t  p re v e n t Fionn from k i l l i n g  G o ll l a t e r  on a g a in ,  
and th e  la s t  d id  n o t p re v e n t  G o ll from re scu in g  Fionn o u t o f  h e l l  when 
the F ia n n a -F in n  w ere s e n t th e re  under th e  new God. Nor is  th e re  any
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reason to  com plain o r  to  be as to n is h e d  a t  th e s e  th in g s , fo r  i t  is  a 
m utual w o rld  we l i v e  in ,  a g iv e -a n d -ta k e  w o r ld ,  and th e re  is  no great 
harm in i t . " ^  There is ,  th e n , l i t t l e  room f o r  s e n t im e n ta l i t y .  Adher­
ence to  a s t r i c t  o rd e r  o f  th in g s  may appear to  cause such p r e d ic t a b i l i t y  
th a t  those l iv in g  in  such a bond m ight f in d  reason to  g iv e  o v e r any 
in d iv id u a l i t y .  Such is  no t the case w ith  th e  C e l t i c  h e ro , however, fo r ,  
as in C a lv in is t ic  p re d e s t in a t io n , a man may n o t know the  fu tu r e .  He may 
b e lie v e  h im s e lf  fa te d  but h is  c o n tin u an ce  is  a necessary  p a r t  o f  accep­
tan c e  and h is  acceptance becomes h is  own c h o ic e . Stephens i l lu s t r a te s  
such a ph ilo so p h y  in  th e  s to ry  o f  Tuan mac C a i r i l l .  Having been meta- 
morphosized in to  a s ta g , Tuan is  g row ing o ld  and le s s  a b le  to  leap away 
from  the  wolves th a t  chase him. They speak to  him : "To-m orrow. . .we
w i l l  t e a r  o u t your t h r o a t ,  and gnaw on yo u r l i v in g  haunch." But Tuan, 
though a b le  to  understand the  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  w hat the  wolves boast, 
re fu ses  m ere ly  to  a llo w  h is  fa t e  to  ca tch  up to  him . In s te a d  he chooses 
to  move towards d e a th : "Then my soul rose to  th e  h e ig h t o f  Doom, and
I in tended  a l l  th a t  m ight happen to  me, and agreed  to  i t .  'Tomorrow,'
I s a id ,  ' I  w i l l  go ou t among y e , and I wi 11 d i e . " 1^
There is  o b v io u s ly  an e lem ent o f  p r id e  in  th e  d e te rm in a tio n  to  
meet fa t e  head on. Conachur, o f  S te p h e n 's  Dei r d r e , g ives  ampie e v i­
dence o f  such s e lf -c o n f id e n c e . S ty le d  as a k in g  "who d id  not l ik e  o th er  
men's a d v ic e ,"  he re fu ses  to  s h r in k  from  th e  prophecy th a t  D e ird re  w i l l  
cause h is  kingdom much tro u b le .  He s h a rp ly  rep ro ves  B r ic r iu  who sug­
g ests  th a t  the  c h i ld  be d e s tro y e d : " I t  is  n o t s o ld ie r ly ,  nor the act
o f  a p r in c e  to  evade f a t e .  . . .T h e r e fo r e ,  a l l  th a t  can happen w i l l
68  /
happen, and we s h a ll  b ear a l l  th a t  is  to  be b o rn e ."  L a te r  Conachur
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w i l l  a tte m p t to  ta k e  f a t e  In to  h is  own hands by e n t ic in g  N ao ise  and
D e ird re  back to  I r e la n d  where he m ig h t d e s tro y  them. And t h is  v e ry  a c t ,
as in  th e  c la s s ic a l  t r a d i t io n  o f  tra g e d y , enables the  prophecy to  come 
t ru e .
The outcome o f  h e ro ic  en deavor d i r e c t ly  a f fe c te d  an in d iv id u a l 's
p o s it io n  in  h is  s o c ie ty .  The hero  may be a r e ta in e r  o f  h is  k in g  as
in th e  case o f  N a o is e , N e ra , G o l l ,  F io n n , C u ch u la in , o r  he may be a
k ing having  perform ed h e r o ic a l ly  in  h is  youth and a t ta in in g  th e  th ro n e
by blood p e ro g a t iv e  o r  a c c la m a tio n  as Conachur, E ochaid , Conn. In
e i t h e r  c a p a c ity  as r e t a in e r  o r  k in g  the  h e ro 's  powers were channeled
in to  th re e  o u t le t s — p r o t e c t io n ,  le a d e rs h ip , and g e n e ro s ity . As le a d e r
o f  the F ia n n a ,F io n n  a c te d  in  a dual c a p a c ity ,  as fu n c tio n a ry  o f  h is
k ing  and y e t in  a k in g ly  c a p a c ity  h im s e lf .  H is  e a r ly  t r a in in g ,  as
d escrib ed  by S tep h en s, equ ipped  him su p e rb ly  to  u t i l i z e  w a r r io r  s k i l l s
in defense o f  I r e la n d .  P a r t ic u la r ly  through the  in s tr u c t io n  o f  F ia c u il
mac Cona, Fionn le a rn s  th e  sw ord, when to  "s la s h "  and when to  " s l ic e "
and c o n tro l o f  th e  f a i r y  sp ear o f  A i l l e n  mac Midna th a t  had to  be re s -
69
t ra in e d  to  p re v e n t i t s  k i l l i n g  on i t s  own. Throughout S tep h en s ' re ­
c o unting  o f  th e  Fen ian  t a le s  Fionn i l lu s t r a t e s  h is  m astery o f  w oodlore  
and f ig h t in g  tech n iq u es  and w ise  o b s e rv a tio n s . Y et as Anton Hamel sug­
g e s ts , Fionn is  p r o te c to r  in more than  these obvious ways. He is  o f  
the land i t s e l f  and to  know th e  land  is  to  p ro te c t  the  land in  alm ost a 
s p ir i t u a l  s e n s e . T h i s  a lm o st m ag ica l connection  to  th e  lan d  becomes 
more obvious in  th e  t a l e  o f  Becuma. Conn is  deemed a most s u c cessfu l A rd - 
r(  because corn was reaped in  I r e la n d  th re e  tim es a y e a r . But when he 
m arries  th e  m a le v o le n t Becuma, th e  land  is  s tru c k  by fa m in e . Again  Conn
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o f  th e  Hundred B a t t le s ,  hav ing  in c u rre d  th e  w ra th  o f  A i l l e n  mac M Idna, 
was h im s e lf  s a fe  from  th a t  m ig h ty  lo r d 's  power in  Tara  b u t would not see 
h is  land  ravaged . Thus he seeks a champion to  defend a g a in s t  th e  SIdhe 
c h ie f  and was w i l l in g  to  go h im s e lf  had n o t Fionn v o lu n te e re d . Stephens 
p o rtra y s  th e  deep co n n ectio n  between th e  k in g  and h is  land  in  Conachur's  
p re n u p t ia l  e u p h o ria : "A wave o f  f r o l i c  and d a rin g  would go from  the king
and t h r i l l  to  th e  la s t  ham let in  h is  kingdom; fo r  a lth o u g h  w ar is  g lo r ­
io u s , d eath  is  i t s  r u le r  and com panion; b u t from  lo ve  l i f e  flo w s  and 
e v e ry th in g  th a t  is  lo v e ly .  . . .And as h is  h e a r t  rose th u s , Conachur 
knew th a t  he was th e  l i f e  o f  h is  p e o p le , f o r  he was k in g  and lo v e r ,  
and th a t  a l l  swung about him as th e  w o rld  swings round th e  s u n ." ^
In a more p r a c t ic a l  but n o n e th e le s s  sym bolic  sen se, th e  k ing  o r  
h e ro ic  le a d e r  was a ls o  to  be no ted  f o r  open-handed rem u n era tio n s  to  h is  
fo l lo w e r s .  L ik e  th e  c e le b ra te d  g i f t - g i v i n g  o f  th e  A n g lo -S axo n , the  
g e n e ro s ity  o f  the  C e l t ic  le a d e r was co n s id e re d  th e  ou tw ard m a n ife s ta tio n  
o f  th e  ra p p o rt between h im s e lf  and h is  fo l lo w e r s .  Much more than pay­
ment f o r  s e rv ic e s  ren d ered , g i f t - g i v i n g  was an e x p re s s io n  o f  a f f e c t io n ,  
o f  a p p r e c ia t io n , o f  ap p ro b a tio n  and was th e  c o n e r e t iz a t io n  o f  th e  
h e ro ic  q u a l i t y  o f  m agnanim ity. G i f t - g iv in g  is  e v id e n t  in In the  Land o f  
Youth by means o f  th e  golden sword to  be awarded to  he who goes abroad  
on Samhain Eve. When Nera accom plishes th e  a p p o in ted  t a s k ,  Maeve in ­
s is ts  on aw arding him th e  sword h e r s e l f  f o r  as Queen o f  Connacht she
72c la im s  to  be " th e  g iv e r  o f  g i f t s  in  th is  c o u n try ."  Nowhere is  i t  more 
im p o rta n t than in  th e  s to ry  o f  "The L i t t l e  Brawl a t  A l le n "  where i t  be­
comes a c o n te s t le a d in g  to  c o n s id e ra b le  b lo o d sh ed , a fu n d a m e n ta lly  
s e rio u s  s to ry  in s p ite  o f  th e  com ic v e in  in  which i t  is  t o ld .  In  re s -
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ponse to  a poem-song o f  h is  accom plishm ents fro m  Fergus F in n b h e o il 
(T r u e -1 ip s ) ,  po e t o f  th e  F ia n n a , Fionn and h is  fa m ily  g iv e  him v a lu a b le  
g i f t s .  Fergus then s in g s  o f  G o ll mac Morna and h is  c la n  and G o ll g ives  
him o u t o f  h is  D anish t r ib u t e  tre a s u re  tw ic e  as much as F io n n . In l ik e  
p a tte rn  through th e  e v e n in g  G o ll g iv e s  double F io n n 's  g i f t s .  Ques­
tio n e d  as to  th e  m a tte r  o f  th e  t r ib u t e  money, G o ll t e l l s  a t a le  in  which  
he adm its  k i l l i n g  F io n n 's  f a t h e r .  Fionn suggests  t h a t  G o ll mind what 
he says s in c e  he is  outnum bered and w ith  th a t  c h a lle n g e  o th e r  members 
o f  both s id e s  beg in  to  c a s t ig a te  one an o th e r and q u ic k ly  to  come to  
b low s. The braw l is  s topped by th e  ch a n tin g  o f  th e  p o e ts , but not 
u n t i l  e le v e n  hundred o f  F io n n 's  peo p le  and s ix ty -o n e  under the  aus­
p ic e s  o f  C lan Morna had d ie d . The judgem ent o f  th e  A rd -R i on th e  com­
b a ta n ts  is  to  e x o n e ra te  G o ll s in c e  C lan Morna was a tta c k e d  f i r s t .  But 
Stephens in s is ts  th e  blame was no t F io n n 's  bu t G o l l 's :  "A t th a t  ta b le
G o ll should  no t have g iv e n  g r e a te r  g i f t s  than h is  m a s te r and host d id .
And i t  was n o t r ig h t  o f  G o ll to  ta k e  by fo rc e  th e  p o s it io n  o f  th e  
73g r e a te s t  g i f t - g i v e r  o f  th e  F ia n n a ."
The end o f  a l l  h e ro ic  endeavors was th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  personal 
fam e. The reward o f  im m o r ta l i ty  to  be sung by th e  bards fo r  genera­
t io n s  a f t e r — such was th e  c h ie f  g o a l.  To em phasize th e  t r a i t s  h e ld  in  
common by h e ro ic  f ig u r e s  w ould seem to  deny i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  but the  
c o n tra ry  is  t r u e .  The C e l t i c  h ero  m ust, o f  c o u rs e , adh ere  to  c e r ta in  
custom s, a c h ie v e  c e r ta in  id e a ls  In  o rd e r  to  be a d m itte d  in to  the p r i ­
v ile g e d  c i r c l e ,  in  o rd e r  to  be term ed a h e ro . But in  Stephens these  
heroes have a c e r ta in  i n d iv id u a l i t y  in  keep ing  w ith  th e  accounts o f  
them in  C e l t i c  leg en d . In S tephens Fionn looms most p ro m in e n tly  among
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th e  a n c ie n t h e ro e s . H is  am azing lo ve  and knowledge o f  h is  dogs, h is  
s k i l l  in  h u n tin g , h is  in f lu e n c e  in  F a e r y - - a l l  a re  p a r t  o f  h is  wisdom. 
Stephens e x p la in s  t h a t  " F io n n , w ith  a l l  d e s ir e s , had th e  la s t in g  o n e ,
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f o r  he would go anywhere and fo rs a k e  a n y th in g  f o r  w isdom ." Fionn  
is  term ed , how ever, " im p o l i t i c "  and "he rem ained im p o l i t ic  to  th e  o f  
h is  days , f o r  w h a te v e r he was a b le  to  do he w ould d o , no m a tte r  who 
was o ffe n d e d  t h e r e a t ,  and w h ate v e r he was n o t a b le  to  do he would do 
a l s o . " ^  F io n n , th e n , was h is  own man.
In  h is  m a r t ia l  a b i l i t y ,  to o , the hero showed h is  own s t y le .  S te ­
phens a llo w s  even le s s  m a jo r h e ro ic  f ig u re s  such in d i v i d u a l i t y .  A r -  
dan and A in n le  a re  young , eag er fo r  b a t t l e ,  bu t each is  g iven  h is  own 
f ig h t in g  s t y le .  A n o th er o f  th e  Red Branch w a r r io r s ,  F e rg u s , is  c h a r­
a c te r iz e d  as somewhat s lo w  to  a n g e r, p a t ie n t ,  and g o o d -n a tu re d , y e t  
he has the  re s p e c t o f  th e  younger w a r r io r s . N ao ise  says o f  h im , "T h ere  
a re  some th in g s  a f i g h t e r  knows and c a n 't  te a c h  even i f  he wants to .
There  a re  n o t t r i c k s ,  th e y  a re  what Conachur c a l l s  w ays , and Fergus 
has 'w ay s ' in  com bat, as i f  he had been born in  a f ig h t  and would go 
to  s le e p  in i t  i f  he w anted t o . " ^  In h is  own prowess Fergus is  gen­
e ro u s , w i l l in g  to  te a c h  th e  younger men, C u ch u la in  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a l l  
th a t  he knows o f  f ig h t in g .
The fo u n d a tio n  o f  fame w as, o f  c o u rs e , th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  and re ­
te n t io n  o f  hon o r. The degree to  which the  h ero  a c h ie v e d  and m ain­
ta in e d  h is  honor was th e  usual c r i t e r io n  f o r  th e  lo n g e v ity  o f  h is  name . 
in  s o c ia l  memory. Honor may be preserved  th ro u g h  s t r i c t  adherence to  
o n e 's  g e is . Though h is  honor is  th e  d o w n fa ll o f  th e  Sons o f  Usna, Fergus  
r e ta in s  h is  honor because he obeyed h is  g e ls .  In  response to  Becuma's
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ta u n ts , A r t  vows never to  re tu rn  to  Ir e la n d  w ith o u t Delvcaem and c a r ­
r ie s  h is  g e is  to  co m p le tio n . But in  s p ite  o f  i t s  pow erfu l a p p e a l, the  
g e is  i t s e l f  d id  no t compel th e  h e ro  to  be h e ro ic ; ra th e r  a b a s ic  and 
p erso n a l code o f  honor, th e  fo u n d a tio n  on w hich the g e ls  r e s te d , was th e  
m o tiv a tio n  f o r  h e ro ic  b e h a v io r . And t h is  code o f  honor was th e  impetus  
to  th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  fam e, th e  p le a s u re  and duty o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  
h e ro . In  th e  opening s to ry  to  In  th e  Land o f  Youth Nera f in d s  c o n te n t­
ment in  th e  dun o f  th e  Conacht S id h e . But he is  d is tu rb e d  a t  la s t  by 
th e  memory o f  th e  aword Ai 1 i 11 had prom ised him fo r  v e n tu r in g  to  th e  
scene o f  th e  hanging on Samhain Eve. So g re a t is  the lu re  o f  such fame 
he r is k s  a l l  h is  new-found happiness to  v e n tu re  back in to  th e  w o rld  
o f m o rta ls  to  g e t i t .  " I  s h a ll r e t u r n , "  Nera promises h is  m is tre s s ;
" I co u ld  n o t now e x is t  w ith o u t y o u , bu t I must get the p r iz e  I won, o r  
I s h a ll  n e v e r know happiness a g a i n . A n d  in the la s t  s to ry  o f  th is  
volume Eochaid  is  faced  w ith  a f a r  g r e a te r  ch a lle n g e . Having prom ised  
th e  d is g u is e d  H id i r  any s ta k e  in  a chess game, he is  com pelled  by the  
c r a f t y  S idhe p r in c e  to  g iv e  o ver h is  w i f e .  Stephens d e s c rib e s  th e  hor­
r i b l e  in n e r  c o n f l i c t  between f u l f i l l i n g  h is  promise and th e  d e s ir e  to  
keep h is  own w i f e .  As Eochaid knows he is  b a lked  e i th e r  way he chooses. 
To keep E t a in ,  re fu s in g  to  g iv e  h e r  u p , is  to  renege on h is  w ag er. To 
s u rre n d e r E ta in  to  M id ir  is  to  lo s e  h is  r ig h t f u l  c la im  to  h e r as her 
husband. Stephens describ es  h is  s t r u g g le :  "A pang o f r e v o lt  massed
E o c h a id 's  body w ith  blood and f i r e .  . . .M id i r 's  eyes s ip p ed  a t  th e
fo u n ta in  o f  h is  p r id e ,  to  d ra in  h is  manhood.
The h e ro ic  mien was a d i f f i c u l t  i f  in te g r a l mode o f  b e in g . I t  was
based a l to g e th e r  on a sense o f  p e rs o n a l h o n o r, a sense o f  p ers o n a l p r id e
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born o f  adherence to  th e  in ta n g ib le  p ressu res  o f  a c u l tu r a l  p r id e ,  an 
awareness o f  s e l f  and p erso n a l s k i l l s  and a b i l i t i e s ,  and above a l l  a 
d e te rm in a tio n  to  g a in  im m o r ta li ty — th e s e  a re  th e  q u a l i t ie s  o f  a C e l t ic  
h ero . The sagas r e p o r t  th e  ev id en ce  o f  th ese  m ighty  men o f  o ld ;  S te ­
phens p e rp e tu a te s  t h e i r  im age, and th e  modern age understands a n c e s tra l 
antecedents  o f  p re s e n t c u ltu r e  w ith  c e r ta in  a p p re c ia t io n .
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
165
CHAPTER THREE— FOOTNOTES
^H. M. Chadwick, The H e ro ic  Age (C am bridge: U n iv e r s i ty  P re s s ,
1 9 2 6 ), pp. 4 4 2 -4 4 3 , 462.
2H. M. Chadwick and N. K. Chadw ick, The Growth o f  L i t e r a t u r e  (Cam­
b rid g e : The U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1 9 3 2 ) , i .  p . 6 4 .
^Chadwick, The H e ro ic  A ge, p . 4 40 .
it
Kenneth Jackson, The O ld e s t I r i s h  T r a d i t io n :  A Window on th e  iro n
Age (Cam bridge: The U n iv e r s ity  P re s s , 1 9 6 4 ) ,  p . 30 .
^Chadwick, Growth, p. 7 6 .
^Jackson, p. 30 .
^Jackson, p. 3 6 .
^ E lean o r H u ll e x p la in s  t h is  fre n z y  in  term s o f  e x a g g e ra te d  v is u a l  
accounts . The tw is te d  body she l in k s  to  p ro v e rb ia l  I r i s h  ex p re s s io n s  
denoting  g re a t  speed and e n e rg y ; th e  s w e ll in g  o f  th e  body may be a p a r ­
t i a l  acco u n tin g  f o r  the  fa c t  th a t  a sm all man as C u ch u la in  m ight in ­
s p ire  t e r r o r  in  h is  enem ies; th e  l i g h t  about C u c h u la in 's  head m ight 
have been th e  r e f le c t io n  o f  h is  m eta l h e lm e t, garb  no t to o  common to  
h is  age, and so f o r t h .  T h a t he is  a ty p ic a l  as a hero -g o d  is  e v id e n t  
in  th e  f a c t  th a t  h is  powers seem t y p ic a l  o f  n e i th e r  a man nor a god, 
y e t  p a r t i a l l y  be long ing  to  b o th .
^ E lean o r H u l l ,  e d . , The C u c h u llin  Saga in I r is h  L i t e r a t u r e  (Lon­
don: David N u t t ,  1898 ) ,  p . 18 9 .
^°James S tephens, De?rd re  (London: M acm illan  and Company, L t d . ,
1 9 2 3 ), p . 171* T h is  work w i l l  su b s e q u e n tly  be a b b re v ia te d  Dei r d r e .
^ A n to n  Hamel, Aspects o f  C e l t i c  M y th o lo g y (London: H. M i l f o r d ,
1 9 3 5 ), P- 2 3 .
12Ham el, p . 23-
^ H a m e l, pp. 1 7 -1 8 .
14O f c o n s id e ra b le  p s y c h o lo g ic a l in t e r e s t  h ere  is  t h is  response in  
view  o f  th e  f a c t ,  unknown to  A r t ,  t h a t  th e s e  m onsters w ere  a c t u a l ly  
"ch im eras" c o n ju red  up by h is  enemy Dog Head.
^ M y le s  D i l lo n ,  The A rchaism  o f  I r i s h  T r a d i t io n  (London: G e o ffre y
C um berlege, 1 9 4 7 ), P- 3*
l6 Hame1, p . 24 .
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^ H a m e l, p . 24 .
18 /The v e n e ra tio n  w ith  which th e  T a in  was h e ld  is  more than a k in d
o f  reveren ce  f o r  i t s  a n t iq u i t y .  I t  was b e lie v e d  th a t  a h e a rin g  o f  th e
T a in  b rought a y e a r 's  p r o te c t io n  to  th e  l i s t e n e r .  Alwyn and B r in k le y
Rees in  t h e i r  C e l t ic  H e r i ta g e ,  pages 20 f f . ,  reco u n t th e  s t o r y t e l l e r 's
b e l i e f  in  th e  m agical p r o p e r t ie s  o f  such t a le s .
^ C h a d w ic k , H e ro ic  A g e , p . 463-
2^A. E. (George R u s s e l l ) ,  Im a g in a tio n s  and R e v e rie s  (D u b lin :  
Maunsel and Company, L t d . ,  1 9 1 5 ) , P- 4 .
21
The C o lloquy marks th e  end o f  th e  O ld and M id d le  I r is h  T a le s  and 
th e  beg in n in g  o f  th e  s to r ie s  o f  th e  Modern P e r io d . K n o tt and Murphy 
in  E a r ly  I r is h  L i t e r a t u r e  su ggest th a t  u n l ik e  th e  o th e r  ta le s  o f  th e  
E a r ly  Modern P e r io d , th e  C o llo q u y  may have been w r i t t e n  b e fo re  i t  was 
t o ld .
22S. H. O 'G rady , S i lv a  G a d e lic a  (London: W illia m s  and N o rg a te ,
1 8 9 2 ), i ,  p. 104.
23James S tephens, I r i s h  Fai ry  T a le s  (New Y o rk : The M acm illan  Com­
p any, 1 9 4 6 ), p . 17. Subsequent re fe re n c e s  to  th is  w ork w i l l  be a b b re ­
v ia te d  I FT.
2 5 1 FT, p . 18.
2 6 | f t ,  p . 31 . T . F . O 'R a h i l ly  in  E a r ly  I r is h  H is t o r y , pages 3 1 8 -3 1 9 ,  
d iscu sses th e  fa c t  th a t  p o lym o rp h ic  d e i t ie s  o f  th e  O th erw o rld  could  as ­
sume anim al shapes such as th e  salm on. The s to ry  o f  Tuan is  analogous  
to  th a t  o f  F in ta n  cam Bachra ( th e  " w h ite  a n c ie n t " ) ,  s a id  to  be in  I r e ­
land  b e fo re  th e  Deluge and f o r  5500 y e a rs  a f te rw a rd s .
2^ IF T , p. 47- One m ig h t n o te  h ere  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  to  th e  young 
A r th u r 's  t r a in in g  by M e r l in  in  th e  B r i t is h  A r th u r ia n  legends.
280 ‘ Grady, p . 100.
2 9 IF T , p. 103 .
3^The ev id en ce  th a t  T u ire n  was F io n n 's  aunt and t h a t ,  th e r e fo r e ,  
th e s e  an im als  w ere h is  " c o u s in s "  m ight e x p la in  h is  fe e l in g s  o f  k in s h ip .
3 1 1 FT, pp. 3 7 -3 8 .
3 2 |F T , pp. 28 - 2 9 .
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James S tephens, In  th e  Land o f  Youth (London: M acm illan  and 
Company, L t d . ,  1 9 2 4 ) , p . 2 8 5 . Subsequent re fe re n c e s  to  th is  volume w i l l  
be a b b re v ia te d  IL Y .
3S f T , pp. 2 0 0 -2 0 2 .
3^Pei r d r e , pp. 2 1 0 -2 1 1 .
3 6 |F T , p. 2 25 .
3 7 IF T , p . 193-
3 8 |F T , p . 225 .
3 9 1LY, pp. 1 3 4 -1 3 5 .
* ° IF T ,  p. 6 0 .
^ Dei r d r e , p . 7 9 .
42 I FT, pp. 2 7 6 -2 7 7 . As Maeve p o in ts  o u t in  In the  Land o f Y o u th , 
th e  overcom ing o f  fe a r  r e q u ire s  th e  h ig h e s t courage and i t  is  one th a t  
is  c e r ta in  to  succeed ( IL Y ,  p . 1 5 2 ).
45
* I FT, p. 2 7 8 . One w i l l  no te  in  A r t 's  speech here  th re e  o th e r  e le ­
ments o f  th e  h e ro ic  p e r s o n a l i t y .  The u p h o ld in g  o f  th e  g e is , the  te n ­
dency toward u n d e rs ta te m e n t, and £he lo y a l t y  to  o n e 's  home. H e re , be­
cause A r t  is  th e  son o f  th e  A r d -R i , h is  home is  a l l  Ire la n d  (n o t to  be 
confused w ith  th e  g e n e r a liz e d  p a t r io t is m  o f  l a t e r  c e n t u r ie s . ) .
hh
H!F T , p. 285 .
A5ILY , p . 15 .
4 6 IF T , p . 129 .
^7P e ir d r e , pp. 209 and 2 1 0 .
1,81 FT, pp. 1 4 2 -1 4 3 -
^ D e i r d r e , p . 122.
5 0 IF T , p. 224 .
Fionn had a c c id e n t a l ly  come by th e  e a t in g  o f  the  Salmon o f  W is­
dom. L e f t  by Finegas to  ten d  th e  cooking  f i s h ,  Fionn had bu t touched  
th e  cooking f le s h  and b u rn in g  h is  thumb had pu t i t  in  h is  mouth to  
cool i t .  From th a t  t im e  fo rw a rd  Fionn was a b le  to  put h is  thumb upon 
h is  to o th  to  be a b le  to  see  in to  a p roblem  o r  d iv in e  the  fu tu r e .
Thomas 0 " R a h il ly  suggests  t h a t  th is  as p e c t o f  th e  Fionn legend is  a 
h o ld o v e r from  th e  pagan r i t u a l  o f  chewing raw meat as p a r t  o f  d iv in a -
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t lo n  cerem onies . O th er s c h o la rs  suggest th a t  perhaps Fionn chewed h is  
n a i ls  w h ile  he c o g ita te d  upon a k n o tty  p ro b lem . The eo f i s  o r  Salmon 
o f  Wisdom was p a r t  o f  p o p u la r  I r is h  in c a rn a t io n  schemes and f ig u r e s  in  
a number o f  s to r ie s .
5 2 !F T , p . 6 8 .
5 3 IF T , p . 73 .
5 k \FT,  pp. 9 1 -9 2 .
5 5 IF T , p . 89 .
5 6 IF T , pp. 1 5 * M 5 5 .
5 7 IF T , p . 188.
58P e ? rd re , pp. 2 3 2 -2 3 3 -
•^ D e i r d r e , pp . 2 3 5 .
d is t in c t io n  should  be noted between th e  lo w est le v e l o f  th e  
s u p e rn a tu ra l w o rld  where th e  o n ly  d i f fe r e n c e  between th ese beings and 
humans is  an enhancement o f  a t t r ib u t e s  in c lu d in g  l i fe s p a n  and th e  up­
per le v e ls  where such human c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  as passion is  not p o s s ib le .
6 1 . l y , P- 246 .
6 2 i f t , pp.. 2 8 3 -2 8 4 ,
6 3 i f t , P- 242 .
m i f t . pp.. 6 5 -6 6 .
6 5 i f t , P- 7 1 .
6 6 i f t , pp..2 4 2 -2 4 3 .
6 7 i f t , P- 6 1 .
88Dei rd re .. P. 8 .
69 .F T , P- 6 6 .
7°H am el, {j . 18.
7 ^ D e ird re , P. 137 .
7 2 1 FT, P- 6 5 .
7 3 i f t , P- 6 5 .
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7V t , p . 67 .
7 5 IF T , p . 6k .  
78P e ir d r e , p. 76. 
7 7 1LY, p . 56. 
7 8 IL Y , p . 299 .
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE CELTIC HEROINE IN STEPHENS' REDACTIONS
The C e l t i c  Woman
The legen d ary  women o f  the  C e lts  may be c o n s id ered  paradigm s o f  
th e  C e l t i c  c o n c e p tu a liz a t io n  o f  fe m in in e  ro le s  and v i r t u e .  Though h er  
term  "goddess" is  d e b a ta b le  n o m e n c la tu re , Anne Ross makes a l e g i t i ­
mate assum ption th a t
th e  fu n c t io n  o f  the goddess m ust, to  a c e r ta in  
e x te n t ,  r e f le c t  the fu n c t io n  o f  th e  woman, and 
h er most p o te n t and s t r ik in g  c h a r a c t e r is t ic .
The emphasis la id  op the  v a r io u s  spheres over  
w hich the  goddesses p re s id e d  m ust, o f  c o u rs e , 
v a ry  a cco rd in g  to  the  econom ic o rg a n is a t io n  and 
g e o g ra p h ic a l s i tu a t io n  o f  th e  d i f f e r e n t  t r ib e s  
bu t th e  spheres them selves must be u n iv e r s a l.  
For exam ple , th e re  is  no t r a c e  o f  a C e l t i c  god­
dess o f  lo v e , but a l l  the goddesses s h are  in  
havin g  marked sexual c h a r a c t e r is t ic s ,  and no 
m a tte r  what t h e i r  in d iv id u a l departm ents o f  
in f lu e n c e  s e x u a lity  an<j| m a te rn ity  a re  t h e i r  
fundam ental concerns.
Ross is  c o r r e c t  in  p o in tin g  out th a t  C e l t i c  h e ro in e s  never s t ra y  from
t h e i r  sexu al i d e n t i t i e s ,  o f te n  u t i l i z i n g  t h e i r  sex  o v e r t ly  o r  c o v e r t ly
to  accom plish  t h e i r  a im s. However, m a te rn ity  is  an im p o rtan t c h a ra c -
2
t e r i s t i c  o f  o n ly  a p o r tio n  o f  these f ig u r e s .  And one cannot o m it to  
observe a w hole host o f  monstrous fe m ales  in whom s e x u a lity  is  but 
in c id e n ta l and serves o n ly  to  h e ig h te n  t h e i r  re p u ls iv e n e s s  by
170
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subconscious com parison to  th e  norm. One f a c to r  in  Ross's s ta tem en t 
is  p a r t ic u la r ly  n o ta b le  h e re ; th e  C e l t i c  h e ro in e  may not be c h a ra c ­
te r iz e d  by any one t r a i t .  L ik e  re a l human b e in g s , t h e i r  p e rs o n a l­
i t i e s  a re  com plex, t h e i r  b e h a v io r a t  once ty p ic a l  and y e t  unpre­
d ic t a b le .  Sym bolic o f  t h is  v a r i a b i l i t y  a re  th e  th re e  women (god­
desses o r  one goddess in  th re e  form s) E ru i , Banba, and G o tla  who 
both welcome and re p e l th e  invad ing  sons o f  M i l .  They appear as 
an im al o r  b ird  f ig u re s  as w e ll as in  human fo rm .
C e l t ic  s o c ie ty  was d eep ly  concerned w ith  fe m a le  powers. One 
m ight no te  how heroes would o fte n  ta k e  t h e i r  m o th ers ' names ra th e r  
than t h e i r  fa th e r s ,  f o r  example Conochur mac Nessa and Fergus mac 
Roy. Even the  infamous S id h e , the  Tuatha De Danann, were l i t e r a l l y  
" th e  people o f  th e  goddess Danu." L ik e  t h e i r  Scandanavian and Ger­
m anic c o u n te rp a r ts , C e l t ic  hero in es  m ight a ls o  be w a r l ik e .  Possessed 
o f  legendary  ru th le s s n e s s , these fem ale  w a r r io r s  w e re , m oreover, 
s t r a t e g is t s .  The most famous o f the w a r r io r  women was Maeve, whose 
m a r t ia l  a r ts  w ere so g re a t  she was cap ab le  o f  b e s tin g  E th a l A n b u a l, 
S hide k in g  o f  Connacht, no t once but tw ic e . In  th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l  
rea lm  a ls o  e x is te d  w a r r io r  women. Though g e n e r a l ly  h ag g ish , as were 
th e  daughters o f  the  S idhe k ing  Conaran, th e y  m ig h t a ls o  be in  another 
form  a l to g e th e r ,  as M o rr ig u , was a "g o d d e s s ,"  who o f te n  metamorpho- 
s iz e d  h e r s e l f  a p p r o p r ia te ly  in to  a ra v e n . The w a r r io r  women w ere  
con s id ered  the  w orthy  a d v e rs a r ie s  o f  th e  men. In th e  legend o f  
Becuma, th e  lo v e ly  Delvcaem 's m other is  th e  fearsom e Dog Head. I t  
is  sh e , not her husband, who is  the  most t e r r o r  in s p i r in g .  Having  
overcome h er in h a n d -to -h an d  com bat, A r t ,  son o f  Conn, is  c e r ta in  o f
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
172
success in  b a t t l e  w ith  h e r p ro te a n  husband. L ik e w is e , in  "The Cave
a t  Cesh C o rra n ,"  la rn a c h , l i k e  h e r  s i s t e r s , is  as s k i l l e d  in in d iv id u a l
combat as G o ll mac M orna: "G o ll then s tro d e  fow ard to  th e  f i g h t ,  and
the hag moved a g a in s t  him w ith  equal a l a c r i t y .  In  a moment th e  heavens
rang to  th e  c la s h  o f  swords on b u c k le rs . I t  was hard  to  w ith s ta n d  the
the t e r r i f i c  blows o f  th a t  m ighty  fe m a le , fo r  h e r sword p layed  w ith
the qu ickn ess  o f  l ig h tn in g  and smote l ik e  th e  heavy c ra s h in g  o f  a
,,3 One must a ls o  no te  th a t  th e  fem ale who p resen ted  h e r s e l f  as astorm .
w a r r io r  was t r e a te d  as such as s u re ly  as h er m ale c o u n te rp a r t . When 
the t h i r d  hag here  asks fo r  h er l i f e ,  i t  is  no t through an appeal to  
Go11 1s c h iv a l r y ,  bu t h is  honor as a w a r r io r .  He g iv e s  h e r h e r l i f e  in  
re tu rn  fo r  th e  re le a s e  o f  th e  F ianna from enchantm ent— a d e c is io n  no 
d i f f e r e n t  from  one ex tended  to  a male w a r r io r  under th e  same c i r ­
cum stance.
In h is  r e n d it io n  o f  the  boyhood o f  F io n n , Stephens comments th a t  
"women know th a t  f ig h t in g  is  a n ecessary a r t  a lth o u g h  men p re te n d  
th e re  a re  o th e rs  th a t  a re  b e t t e r . "  The C e l t ic  woman, even i f  not 
a c tu a l ly  b e l l ic o s e ,  to o k  a v ery  r e a l i s t i c  v iew  o f  her own a b i l i t i e s  
in  a b a t t l e ,  p h y s ic a l o r  m e n ta l. She was p e r f e c t ly  capab le  o f  com­
b in in g  rom antic ism  and re a lis m . P r id in g  h e r s e l f  on her unders tan d in g  
o f men, com prehending w a rfa re  to  th e  e x te n t  o f  perso n a l invo lvem ent was 
p a rt  o f  h e r com prehensive knowledge o f  the  m ascu lin e  m ys tiq u e . The 
u n d ers tan d in g  o f  th e  m ascu lin e  r o le  in s o c ie ty  is  no where more keen ly  
re v e a le d  than in  Bov M a i's  and L ia  Luachra 's  t r a in in g  o f  F io n n . They 
t r a in e d  him to  run by chasing  him around a t r e e  w ith  a th o rn  s w itc h .  
W ith a sw itc h  in  h is  hand ,too ,Fionn would t r y  to  c a tch  h is  p u rs u e rs .
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The women "pursued him w ith  a savagery w hich he could not d is t in g u is h  
from  h a tre d , and th ey  swished him w e ll  whenever they got the chance.
Fionn le a rn e d  to  ru n ."  And they ta u g h t him to  swim by th row ing  him  
in to  the  w e ir  and h a u lin g  him ou t a g a in . They tau g h t him to  be s i l e n t  
and le a rn  from  th e  c re a tu re s  o f  th e  f o r e s t .  In s h o rt they ta u g h t him  
to  endure th e  h ardsh ips and to  a c q u ire  th e  s k i l l s  o f  the  s u p e r io r  w a r r io r .
In s p ite  o f  s i m i l a r i t i e s  in powers and a t t i tu d e s  between th e  sex e s , 
no Ir is h  w r i t e r  opts fo r  a u n isex a t t i t u d e  towards these h e ro ic  c h a r­
a c te r s ,  and Stephens is  no e x c e p tio n . He does not deny the  obvious  
m u tu a l i t ie s ,  y e t  he takes pa ins  to  o f f e r  sometimes p o in te d , sometimes 
s u b t le ,  comments o f  the p s y c h o lo g ic a l and s o c io lo g ic a l d if fe re n c e s  
between men and women. Stephens e v id e n t ly  sees women as the more 
fo r tu n a te  o f  th e  two s exes , not by th e  fa v o r  o f  fa te  bu t due to  a 
p o w e rfu l, a lm o st m y s t ic a l,  a b i l i t y  to  a rra n g e  th e i r  a t t i tu d e s  so th a t  
t h e i r  i n t r i n s i c  a d a p t a b i l i t y  enab les  them to  tu rn  blows to  ad v a n ta g e , 
o b s ta c le s  to  s te p p in g  s to n e s ; I r is h  women a re  fu n d am en ta lly  o p t im is ts  
and a re  so as a r e s u lt  o f  t h e i r  f ir m  b e l i e f  in  t h e i r  own a b i l i t i e s  to  
induce change as they see f i t .  I t  is  in  t h is  v e in  th a t  Stephens com­
ments In  th e  Land o f  Y ou th , "Now i t  is  a c u rio u s  th in g  th a t  women 
awaken in  th e  morning uncomely bu t g a y , w h i le  men a r is e  to  th e  new day 
as though th e y  were being reborn in to  u n h a p p in e s s ." '’ And Stephens  
does no t deny th a t  t h e i r  d is p o s it io n s  a re  augmented by a f f e c t io n — " a l l  
women in  lo v e  a re  h e a lth y ." ^  Stephens a ls o  suggests th a t  a woman's 
o r ie n ta t io n  is  th e  one most im p o rta n t f a c t o r  in  her sense o f  w e l l ­
being (though h is  s to r ie s  do not a lw ays bear th is  o u t ) .  Stephens 
o b serves , "Sundered from h er b e lo n g in g s , no woman is  t r a n q u i l ,  h er
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h e a rt is  not t r u ly  a t  e a s e , however her mind may fu n c t io n ." ^  Though 
here Stephens emphasizes th e  t r a n q u i l l i t y  o f  d o m e s t ic ity ,  th e  h e ro ic  
woman proves tim e and a g a in  h e r  a b i l i t y  to  make th e  b e s t o f  w h atever  
s itu a t io n  she f in d s  h e r s e l f  in .  From D e ird re  in  S c o tla n d  to  E ta in  
in  the m o rta l w o rld  to  Bov Mai and L ia  Luachra in th e  depths o f  th e  
fo r e s t— each is  p e r fe c t ly  capab le  o f  making h e r s e l f  a t  home under 
the  most g ru e lin g  o f  c irc u m s ta n c e s . W ith  ra re  e x c e p t io n , how ever, 
one fa c to r  is  in d is p e n s a b le  to  a sense o f  u t t e r  w e ll-b e in g  and com­
p le te n e s s . The C e lt ic  h e ro in e  must be connected in  somewise w ith  a 
man. She does not fu n c t io n  in  is o la t io n  from a member o f  th e  o p p o s ite  
sex.
In th e  s e c tio n  o f  In the  Land o f  Youth e n t i t l e d  "The F east o f  
Samhain" occurs one o f  th e  few s to r ie s  concern ing  acc la im e d  members 
o f  the a n c ie n t I r is h  pantheon. Angus Og, son o f  th e  Dagda, is  p in in g  
away fo r  th e  lo ve  o f  an unknown but e x c e p t io n a lly  b e a u t i fu l  young 
woman. D e s p a irin g  o f  h is  l i f e ,  th e  Dagda c o n ju res  up v is io n s  o f  every  
woman in I r e la n d  and has them pass b e fo re  h is  son to  d e te rm in e  the  
name o f h is  b e lo v e d . I t  is  to  th e  c r e d it  o f  I r is h  womanhood t h a t ,  ac­
cording to  S tephens, th e  process takes "a y e a r and a d a y ."  And y e t  
the  mac an Og does not respond. The lo v e ly  w ra ith  th a t  to rm en ts  him  
is  not among them. The parade o f  lo v e lie s  o f f e r s ,  how ever, some­
th in g  o f  th e  scope o f  fe m in in e  p u lc h r itu d e  in h e re n t in  th e  C e l t ic  
c u ltu r e . I t s  v a r ie t y  t e s t i f i e s  to  th e  acknowledgement o f  in d iv id u a lis m .  
Stephens d e s c rib e s  them thus and one m ight s p e c u la te  as to  th e  p o s s ib le  
s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  noted and t h e i r  o rd e r :
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"plump w o m en ...a  w e ll rounded woman o v erto p s  a l l  
o th e rs , fo r  she can s e t  th e  h e a r t  a t  ease and f i l l  
th e  mind w ith  f a n c y . . . .s le n d e r  w o m en...have a 
grace o f  movement th a t  is  i n f i n i t e l y  s a t is f y in g ;  
they  curve and f l o w . . . t h i n  m a id e n s ...  a re  a g i l e . . .  
deep is  the  app ea l o f  t h e i r  w illo w y  y o u th ! . . .g o ld e n ­
h a ire d  is th e  one c o lo u r  f o r  women: o n ly  w ith  g o ld  
a re  they a d e q u a te ly  c ro w n e d .. . y e t . . .how winsome brown 
h a ir  can be! What a shy s p a rk le  l ie s  in  th e  b ra id e d  
t r e s s ,  and how te n d e r ly  i t  f in d s  th e  h e a r t ! . . .n o b le  
is  th e  darkness p i le d  above th e  dawn: m a je s t ic  a re  
the  b la c k -h a ire d  h e ro in e s ; f u l l  o f  f r o l i c  and lo v e ­
lin e s s  a re  th e y  o f  th e  f r a g r a n t  lo c k s . . . re d h a ire d  
queens. . .warm th e  w o r ld ;  th e y  a re  the t r u e  Honey o f  
D e lig h t .
Eyes looked upon Angus th a t  w ere proud and r a d ia n t .  
Eyes th a t  were meek as doves o r  s o f t  as th e  g la n c e  
o f  a doe. S p a rk lin g  and fo w a rd -lo o k in g  eyes 
s ta re d  from th e  v is io n  as an e a g le  s ta re s  h a r d i ly  
on th e  sun. Eyes th a t  were lan g u is h in g  and a p p e a l­
in g . S id e -s l id in g  e y e s . Eyes th a t  ta n t a l is e d .  Eyes 
th a t  shone w ith  m is c h ie f ,  o r s ta re d  w ith  stubborn  
p r id e . Eyes th a t  prom ised and appealed and dared  
and c a jo le d ;  and eyes th a t  w ere c o n ten ted  o r  in ­
d i f f e r e n t  o r  c u r io u s .
In k e e p in g , how ever, w ith  th e  g e n e ra l fa ir n e s s  o f  C e l t i c  n o b i­
l i t y ,  th e  most b e a u t ifu l  o f  h e ro in e s  w ere g e n e ra lly  d e s c rib e d  as
l ig h t  h a ire d . In somewhat c o n v e n tio n a l te rm s , c o n ven tio n  being in  
p e r fe c t  keeping w ith  th e  s t y le  o f  th e  a n c ie n t  s a g a s ,, Stephens des­
c r ib e s  E ta in :
B r ig h te r  th an  th e  f la s h in g  o f  gold  and s i l v e r  
was the  s h in in g  o f  h e r  y e llo w  h a i r .  She wore 
i t  in  two g r e a t  go lden  p l a i t s ,  and th e re  were  
fo u r locks in  each p l a i t ,  and a t  the end o f  each  
lo ck  a p rec io u s  bead was tw in k l in g . . .H e r snowy 
arms were o u t th ro u g h  th e  s le e v e  holes o f  h er
v e s t ,  and her hands long and d e l ic a te  and a g i l e ,
w ere ra is e d  to  th e  g r e a t  t re s s e s . Her hands and 
arms were w h ite  as snow, and h e r brow as w h ite  
a g a in ; and b eneath  th is  w ere two eyes o f  a deep­
e r ,  a s o f te r  b lu e  th an  Eochaid  had ev e r im agined  
t h a t  he could s e e ; and beneath  a g a in , two l i p s ,
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h a l f  opened in  s u p r is e , and red as th e  rowan b e r r y . . .  
the  l ig h t  o f  p r id e  was on her brow ; and to  each cheek 
th e re  came, and w e n t, and came a g a in , a d im p le  o f  
d e l ig h t .
Beauty o f  form  was in  i t s e l f  a h e ro ic  q u a l i t y ,  b e in g  th e  most ob­
v ious aspect o f  d is t in c t io n .  What is  even more im p o r ta n t ,  how ever, is  
t h a t  th e  h e ro in e 's  a t t r ib u t e s  had more than an u n s e t t l in g  e f f e c t  on men.
H er beauty a lo n e  was a power which was more than a match fo r  th e  m ig h t i­
e s t  o f  hero es . The dream o f  Angus c i te d  above is  in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  power 
o f  b e a u ty . Angus' b e lo ved  Caer is  d e s c rib e d  as she who "d a z z le d  th e  eyes 
as th e  sun does, and she f i l l e d  th e  mind w ith  d e l ig h t  and w onder, so 
th a t  th e  person who looked a t  h er fo rg o t  to  t h in k ,  and cou ld  remember 
no th in g  beyond th a t  b e a u ty ." 10 And even a god can be a f fe c te d .  In  
S tephens ' words Angus " fo r g o t  th a t  th is  was but a v is io n ;  and he could  
o n ly  remember to  look and look ag ain  and to  so c o n c e n tra te  h is  s ig h t  
t h a t  he could  see not' o n ly  w ith  h is  e y e s , b u t w ith  e v e ry  member o f  h is  
b e in g , and w ith  a l l  th e  f a c u l t ie s  o f  h is  m in d ." 11 The e f f e c t  o f  such 
d a z z lin g  beauty on m o rta l men, even th e  A rd -R i h im s e lf ,  is  ap p aren t in  
th e  s to ry  o f  E ta in  a ls o  c i te d  above. Eochaid f in d s  h im s e lf  so t r a n s f ix e d  
by E ta in 's  beauty th a t  he decides a t  once to  g iv e  o v e r co n firm ed  bach­
e lo rh o o d . L ik e w is e , Conachur is so taken  w ith  D e ird re  th a t  he fo rg e ts
h is  age and d ig n ity  to  become a young lo v e r  once a g a in . Comachilr murmurs
to  h im s e lf  as he r e c a l ls  h is  m eeting w ith  D e ird re :
I f  th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  sw allow  cou ld  be im p a rte d
by w o rd s , o r  th e  c r is p in g  o f  foam: i f  th e  b re a th
o f  th e  l i l y  co u ld  be u t te r e d ,  o r  th e  b e a u ty  o f  a 
young t r e e  on a sunny h i l l :  then th is  T r o u b le r
m ight be spoken o f .  . . . th e  sun p a fn ts  g lo r ie s
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and wonders on th e  sky as he goes w est in  the  
e v e n in g , o r  a t  e a r ly  morn w ith  what nob le  
tenderness he comes a g a in : She is  ra d ia n t  and 
ten d er as th e  sun . . . . I am tw enty  y e a rs  younger 
than I was an hour ago . I could  le a p  l i k e  a young 
buck. . . .P o e ts  s h a ll  s ing  more w is e ly  in  E ire  
because o f  t h is  day. . . . f o r  though m e ^ h is  land  
s h a ll be possessed by power and b e a u ty .
W ith ra re  e x c e p t io n , how ever, beauty is  a ls o  th e  in s t ig a t o r  o f  
problems because i t  does cause th e  loss o f  reason-and  the in f lu x  o f  
p a ss io n s . Most o f  th e  legends re c a p itu la te d  by Stephens have a t  t h e i r  
core  th e  je a lo u s y , in t r ig u e ,  h o s t i l i t y ,  and d e s p a ir  incumbent on th e  
atte m p ts  o f  a man to  s e c u re  to  h im s e lf  th e  a f fe c t io n s  o f  a b e a u t i fu l  
woman. The s itu a t io n  in v o lv in g  in d iv id u a l h ero in es  is  d iscussed l a t e r  
in  th is  s tudy. What is  o f  in t e r e s t  here is  more than the obvious a t ­
t r a c t io n  o f  p h y s ic a l b e a u ty  and man's a g e -o ld  d e s ire  to  possess th a t  
b e a u ty . In these t a le s ,  as Stephens in te r p r e ts  them , a b e a u t i fu l  woman 
fu n c tio n s  to  f u l f i l l  th e  m an's need to  a l l e v i a t e  m undan ity , th e  d e s ir e  
fo r  a re s p ite  from h a rd s h ip , th e  in n a te  lo n g in g  fo r  the r e s to r a t io n  o f  
th e  l i f e -w e a r ie d  psyche. M o reo ver, beauty tra n s fo rm s , having  th e  power 
to  e le v a te  the human c o n d it io n . " L o v e lin e s s ,"  says Stephens th rough  
Maeve, " is  a g en tle n e s s  o f  th e  body and o f  th e  em otion but beauty  is  a 
n o b i l i t y  o f th e  m in d ." ^  The enn o b lin g  power o f  beauty  is  ev id en ced  in  
th e  m orta l woman tu rn e d  S id h e who wins N e ra 's  h e a r t  so c o m p le te ly  he 
v o lu n ta r i ly  abandons th e  m o rta l w o rld . U n lik e  th ese  m yriad s to r ie s  in  
which a m ortal is  tem pted away from  h is  w o rld  by a bona f id e  S idhe woman, 
N e ra 's  companion is ,  l i k e  h im , en tran ced  by th e  d if fe re n c e s  o f  l i f e  among 
th e  S idhe. The com pleteness o f  such a l i f e  is f u l f i l l e d  when each f in d s
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a complementary companion. She is  N e ra 's  lo v e r ,  but she is  a ls o  h is  
c o m fo rte r , h is  te a c h e r , a te n d e r companion who is  w i l l i n g  to  s a c r i f ic e  
her own happiness and s e c u r i ty  th a t  he m ight f u l f i l l  h is  own dreams. 
Out o f  th e  tu rm o il o f  e x te r n a l and i n t e r io r  b a t t l e  she o f fe r s  t r a n ­
q u i l i t y .  She t e l l s  N era : " S u n lig h t  and th e  song o f  b ir d s ,  good food  
and h e a lth ,  a con ten ted  mind and a good u n d e rs ta n d in g . These h u rt no
one, and everyone is  th e  b e t t e r  fo r  possessing them , o r  fo r  l iv in g  
14
among peop le  who have th em ."
I r is h  legend speaks no t o n ly  o f th e  b e a u t ifu l  but o f  th e  ug ly  as
w e l l .  U g lin ess  n a tu r a l ly  r e p e lle d  as beauty  a t t r a c t e d .  Stephens w ith
e v id e n t r e l is h  recounts th e  u g lin e s s  o f  C onaran 's  daughters in  "The
Cave a t  Cesh C o rran ":
T h e ir  h a ir  was b la c k  as in k  and tough as w ire :  
i t  s tu ck  up and poked ou t and hung down about t h e i r  
heads in  bushes and s p ikes  and ta n g le s . T h e ir  eyes 
were b le a ry  and re d . T h e ir  mouths w ere b la c k  and 
tw is te d , and in  each o f  th ese  mouths th e re  was a 
hedge o f  curved y e llo w  fa n g s . They had long scraggy  
necks th a t  cou ld  tu rn  a l l  th e  way round l i k e  the  
neck o f  a hen. T h e ir  arms w ere long and sk inny and 
m uscu lar, and a t  th e  end o f  each f in g e r  they had a 
sp iked  n a i l  th a t  was as hard  as horn and as sharp  
as a b r ia r .  T h e ir  bod ies  w ere  covered w ith  a b r i s t l e  
o f  h a ir  and fu r  and f l u f f ,  so th a t  th ey  looked l ik e  
dogs in  some p a r ts  and l i k e  cats  in  o th e r s , and in  
o th e r  p a rts  ag a in  th ey  looked l i k e  c h ic k e n s . They 
had moustaches poking under t h e i r  noses and wooly 
wads growing o u t o f  t h e i r  e a r s ,  so th a t  when you 
looked a t  them th e  f i r s t  tim e  you never wanted to  
look a t  them a g a in , and i f  you had to  look a t them a 
second tim e you were l i k e l y  to  d ie  o f  th e  s ig h t .
L ik e  th a t  o f  th e  b e a u t i fu l  wom an,the d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the hag is  
somewhat fo rm u la ic ,  one hag s c a rc e ly  d e v ia t in g  from an o th er save in  
c e r ta in  m inor p a r t ic u la r s .  T h e ir  power is  equal to  the  awesomeness o f
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t h e i r  ap pearance. Of C onaran 's  fo u r th  d au g h te r Stephens w r i t e s ,
I f  th e  o th e r  th re e  had been t e r r i b l e  to  lookon , 
th is  one was more t e r r i b l e  than  th e  th re e  to g e th e r .  
She was c la d  in  iro n  p la t e ,  and she had a w icked  
sword by her s id e  and a knobby c lu b  in  h e r hand.
F ionn . . . . tu rn e d  to  h is  son.
" O is in , my h e a r t ,  k i l l  me t h is  h onourab le  
h a g ."  ,
But fo r  th e  o n ly  tim e in  h is  l i f e  O is in  shrank  
from  a combat.
" I  cannot do i t , "  he s a id ,  " I  f e e l  to o  w eak.''^  
Conan a ls o  re fu s e d , and so d id  C a e lte  mac Ronan 
and mac Lugac, f o r  th e re  was no man th e r e  but was 
t e r r i  f  ied.j jjy th e  s ig h t  o f  t h a t  m ighty  and v a l ia n t  
h a r r i  dan.
One o th e r  fa c to r  o f  p h y s ic a l appearance in  C e l t i c  legend has to  do 
w ith  the  t r a d i t io n a l  p a ir in g  o f  beauty  and goodness, u g lin e s s  and e v i l .  
W h ile  as noted above th e s e  a t t r ib u t e s  do appear in  tandem , th e re  a re  
ample instan ces  when th ey  do n o t— when beau ty  d is g u is e s  v ic io u s n e s s  
and u g lin e s s , g e n tle n e s s . Both Becuma o f  th e  W h ite  S k in  and B e c fo la  
a re  describ ed  as in t r a n c in g ly  b e a u t i fu l  women. Becuma had " long  s o f t  
h a ir  th a t  was y e llo w  as g o ld , and s o f t  as th e  c u r l in g  foam o f  th e  s ea .
Her eyes were w ide and c le a r  as w a te r  and were g re y  as a dove 's  b r e a s t .
Her te e th  were w h ite  as snow and o f an evenness to  m arvel a t .  Her l ip s  
w ere th in  and b e a u t i f u l ly  curved: red l i p s .  . . . red  as w in te r  b e r r ie s  
and tem pting as the f r u i t s  o f  sum m er."1^ But Becuma is  an a d u lte re s s  and 
a Sidhe woman whose own peo p le  have e x i le d  h e r f o r  h er i n f i d e l i t y .  She 
b rin g s  ru in  to  Conn and Ire la n d  and a lm o st b r in g s  about the  b reak in g  o f  
s u re ty  and th e  r i t u a l  s a c r i f i c e  o f  a young boy. B e c fo la  o f  unknown o rg in  
l ik e w is e  is  so b e a u t ifu l  as to  catch  th e  eye o f  K ing Dermod as she d r iv e s  
her c h a r io t  w ith  the  s k i l l  o f  a man. A f t e r  her m a rr ia g e  to  Dermod, B e c fo la
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persuades h is  fo s te r -s o n  C rim thann to  run away w ith  h er and as p ro m p tly  
f a l l s  in  love  w ith  F lanr. o f  th e  S id h e . On th e  o th e r  hand, the  s to ry  r e ­
counted in  "Mongan's F re n zy "  o f  th e  Hag o f  th e  M i l l  shows th a t  u g lin e s s  
m ig h t be lin k e d  to  q u ie t  g e n t le n e s s . The Hag o f  th e  M i l l  is  "bony. . . . 
w ith  one fo o t  th a t  was too  b ig  fo r  h e r .  . . .and one fo o t  th a t  was too  
sm all fo r  h e r . . . .One o f  h e r eyes was s e t where h e r nose should  be
and th e re  was an e a r  in  i t s  p la c e , and h er nose i t s e l f  was hanging ou t
18o f  h er c h in , and she had w h is k e rs  round i t . "  She comes to  speak w ith
Mongan and mac an Dav w ith  to u c h in g  h u m i l i t y :  " T h is  is  a w o n d erfu l hour
and a g lo r io u s  m in u te . . . f o r  th is  is  th e  f i r s t  tim e in  s ix ty  y e a rs  th a t
any one wanted to  t a l k  to  me. T a lk  on now. . .and I ' l l  l is t e n  to  you i f  
19I can remember how to  do i t . "  T h a t p u lc h r itu d e  is  the  h e ro 's  main r e ­
q u irem en t f o r  a mate is  am ply i l l u s t r a t e d  here  f o r  in  s p ite  o f  h e r gen­
t l e  ways th e  Hag is  s im p ly  th e  v e h ic le  f o r  a p r a c t ic a l  jo k e ,  She is  tem­
p o r a r i ly  transform ed in to  th e  image o f  I v e l l  o f  th e  S h in in g  Cheeks long  
enough to  be m a rrie d  to  B randuv, King o f  L e in s te r ,  who when he d is c o v e rs  
h e r t ru e  form  r e je c ts  h e r .
O b v io u s ly , th e n , though b eau ty  is  th e  s in e  qua non fo r  a fo r tu i to u s  
r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  s e x e s , i t  is  n o t th e  o n ly  asp ect o f  fe m in in e  
n a tu re  c e le b ra te d  in  th e  sag as . S tep h en s ' re d a c tio n s  a re  f i l l e d  w ith  
a p h o r is t ic  comments on th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l a t t r ib u t e s  th a t  a re  u n iq u e ly  
fe m in in e . In  D e ird re  Stephens e x p la in s  th a t  a g i r l  is  " i n s t in c t iv e ly  
w is e "  in  lo ve  and " w i l l  a d v e n tu re  h e r s e l f  in  lo v e  w ith o u t m is g iv in g  and 
w ith o u t  te a c h in g ." 20 I f  she s u rre n d e rs  h e r s e l f  so c o m p le te ly  to  th e  lo ve  
r e la t io n s h ip  th a t  th e  man w ith  whom a woman is  in  lo ve  is  her m a s te r , then  
a l l  the  more j u s t i f i a b l e  is  h e r p e c u la ir  re a c t io n  to  u n re q u ite d  lo v e .
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Stephens e x p la in s : " In  th e  woman who is  thus a s s a ile d  a demoniac energy
is  b o rn ; and she w i l l  no t be a t  r e s t  u n t i l  th e  ve ry  ghost o f  hope is
dead. . .Women p r e fe r  t h e i r  d e s ir e  to  any reason th a t  can be im ag ined ,
21and do not s u rren d er w h ile  th e  g h o s t o f  a hope re m a in s ."  Y e t th e  woman
a ls o  i l lu s t r a t e s  her a d a p t a b i l i t y  in  s p ite  o f  her p a s s io n a te  n a tu re .
Maeve n o te s , " a l l  women know. . . t h a t  when a woman ceases to  lo v e  her
husband she may y e t no t come to  h a te  him . She may lo ve  som ething e ls e
22in s te a d — her c h i ld r e n ,  h e r g e a r ,  h e r s e l f . "  She, th e n , m a in ta in s  a 
sense o f  s t a b i l i t y  in  s p it e  o f  w an ing  p ass io n . N e v e r th e le s s , " I f ,  a t  
th a t  t im e , she f a l l s  in  lo v e  w ith  a n o th e r man, then she can come to  de­
t e s t  th e  husband who s t i l l  adores h e r ,  and who cannot h e lp  do ing so. . . 
f o r . . .  .w h ile  a man is  n o t lo v e a b le  in  u n fa i th fu ln e s s ,  a woman is  s t i l l  
more lo v e a b le  and d e s ir a b le  when she is  u n fa i th fu l  than when she is  n o t ."23  
As A ugustine  M a rtin  has p o in te d  o u t ,  th e  "drama o f  sexu a l je a lo u s y "
2kis  a fre q u e n t theme in  S tep h en s ' w o rk . W ith re fe re n c e  to  th is  theme 
one must bear in  mind the  p e c u l ia r  n a tu re  o f  th e  le g e n d a ry  C e l t ic  woman.
On th e  one hand, her p a s s io n a te  n a tu re  m ight s u r fa c e  in  a d o m estic  s i t ­
u a tio n  to  re in fo r c e  h er m a te rn a l in s t in c t s ,  as w ith  Lavarcham  who f ie r c e ly  
opposes the king in  h is  i n i t i a l  a tte m p t to  compromise her young charge.
On th e  o th e r  hand, her p a s s io n  m ig h t be channeled in to  a g g re s s iv e  s tra te g y  
as w ith  Maeve who a n g r i ly  m atches w its  w ith  a k ing  o f  th e  S id h e  and wins 
h a n d ily . Both o f  these women a re  h e re  d is c h a rg in g  t h e i r  e n e rg ie s  on b e h a lf  
o f a n o th e r. But i t  is  in  h e r  own b e h a lf  th a t  th e  r e s i l i e n t  m ech an iza tio n s  
o f  th e  fe m in in e  mind a re  a t  t h e i r  b e s t and c o n c o m ita n tly  most dangerous.
The d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  th e  e te r n a l  t r i a n g le  b eset th e  Tocm arc E ta in  as g iven  
in  S tephens ' In the  Land o f  Y o u th .
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The c h ie f  m a n ip u la to r  h e re in  is  Fuamnach, the  f i r s t  w ife  o f  M id i r .
S im ila r  -to  th e  B ib ic a l s to ry  o f  Leah , R ach e l, and Jaco b , h ere  
Fuamnach is  unloved and E ta in  loved  by M id ir .  But in  a p e c u lia r  t w i s t ,
E ta in  and Fuamnach both  come to  lo ve  M id ir 's  fo s te r  son Angus, who is  
a t t r a c te d  to  E ta in  o n ly ,  and thus th e  s ta g e  is  s e t f o r  one o f  th e  
s tra n g e s t s to r ie s  in  I r is h  leg en d . In  i t s  f i r s t  p a r t ,  how ever, Fuamnach 
e x e m p lif ie s  th e  fo c a l p o in t  in  th e  drama; in  e f f e c t  re je c te d  tw ic e  by 
two men she lo v e d , she p lo ts  d ia b o l ic a l ly  the  removal o f  her c o m p e tit io n .  
In t e l l e c t  becomes th e  s e rv a n t o f  pass io n  as she p lans h er revenge. She 
persuades M id ir  to  ta k e  her to  th e  p a la c e  o f  Angus Og and once th e re  she 
manages to  a c q u ire  an aud ien ce  a lo n e  w ith  E ta in .  I t  is  i r o n ic  th a t  though  
she s u c c e s s fu lly  removes E ta in ,  her v ic to r y  is  s h o rt l iv e d  because Angus, 
f in d in g  E ta in  gone, k i l l s  h e r .  A nother example o f sexual je a lo u s y  is  the  
revenge Uct D ealv  o f  the  S idhe seeks from  T u ire n . lo l la n  E ach tach , &n 
U ls te r  c h ie f ,o n c e  loved  Uct D ealv  but f e l l  in  lo ve w ith  and m a rrie d  
T u ire n , the  young a u n t o f  F io n n . Uct D ealv  in h e r rage changes h e r s e l f  in ­
to  the  form  o f  F io n n 's  m essenger. S ecu rin g  a p r iv a te  aud ien ce  w ith  T u ire n ,  
Uct Dealv tu rn s  h er in to  a hound w hich she brin g s to  a known h a te r  o f  dogs, 
Fergus F io n n l ia t h ,  f o r  pun ishm ent.
Types o f H ero in es  in  S tep h en s1 R edactions
The c h a r a c te r is t ic s  d iscussed  h i th e r to  may be found among a v a r ie ty  
o f  C e lt ic  h e ro in e s . Out o f  t h is  v a r ie t y  may be c a te g o r iz e d  in to  th re e  
groups: th e  spouse-m other f ig u r e s ,  th e  v ic tim s  o f f a t e ,  and th e  s t r a -  
te g is t -q u e e n s . One must no t assume from  the  c a te g o r iz a t io n  th a t  e i t h e r  
Stephens o r  th e  C e l t i c  s t o r y t e l l e r s  have m ere ly  em bro idered  th re e  b a s ic  
f ig u re s  to  accom plish  th e  v a r io u s  women o f  th e  m yths. Each is
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in d iv id u a l is t ic .  But c e r ta in  f ig u r e s  do have c h a r a c te r is t ic s  in  common 
w ith  o th e r s , a s i tu a t io n  c a l l in g  f o r  such o rg a n iz a t io n  to  av o id  r e p e t i ­
t io n  as w e ll as to  p o in t o u t s a l ie n t  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f  b a s ic  areas o f  
th e  h e ro ic  woman's l i f e .
The Spouse-M other
The spouse-m other f ig u r e  is  u s u a lly  m arkedly g e n t le ,  g iv e n  to  
in d ir e c t io n  o f  speech which may d is g u is e  s tra te g y  in  d ip lo m a c y . Her 
obvious bent is  n u p tia l and m a te rn a l. Hers is a m ature n a tu re  .re g a rd ­
less  o f  her a c tu a l a g e ,and h er fa i th fu ln e s s  is her h a llm a rk .
One o f  th e  most touch ing  o f  th ese  f ig u re s  is  S aeve, w ife  o f  F ionn.
The i n i t i a l  m eetin g  between Saeve and Fionn marks th e  u n w o rld lin e s s  o f
t h e i r  coming r e la t io n s h ip .  Saeve had appeared to  him d u rin g  a hunt in
the g u is e  o f a fawn and is  spared because F io n n 's  dog Bran and Sceolan
gamble about h e r ra th e r  than  le a p in g  to  a k i 11. In  th e  evening she r e -
aassumes h er own form  and appears to  Fionn who is  t r a n s f ix e d  by her
b eau ty . He marks her beauty to  h im s e lf  in  d ia le c t a l  e p i th e ts :  "She is
th e  Sky-woman o f  th e  Dawn. . . .She is  the  l ig h t  o f  th e  foam. She is
25
w h ite  and odorous as an a p p le -b lo s s o m ."  She e x p la in s  th a t  she seeks 
F io n n 's  p r o te c t io n  from th e  F ear D o irc h e , th e  Dark man o f  th e  S idhe  
and th a t  she is  in  love w ith  a m o r ta l .  T h is  m eeting is  s t ra n g ly  re s e rv e d , 
each s u b t ly  making known fe e l in g s :  " I f  the man you d e s ire  is  a l i v e  and 
u n m a rr ie d ,"  Fionn prom ises, "he s h a l l  marry you o r  he w i l l  answer to  me 
fo r  th e  r e f u s a l . "  "What man has a u th o r i ty  over h im s e lf? "  Saeve r e p l ie s ;  
" I t  is  to  y o u r s e lf  I gave my lo v e ."  "T h is  is  good new s," Fionn re p lie s  
j o y f u l l y ,  " f o r  th e  moment you came through the door I loved and d e s ire d  
you, and th e  thought th a t  you w ished fo r  an o th er man w ent in to  my h e a rt
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261ik e  a sword
F io n n 's  passion  f o r  Saeve is  a ll-c o n s u m in g :  "H is  w i f e 's  v o ic e  was 
sw eeter to  Fionn than  th e  s in g in g  o f  a l a r k .  She f i l l e d  him w ith  wonder 
and surm ise. There  was magic in  the  t ip s  o f  h e r f in g e r s .  Her th in  palm  
rav ish ed  him . Her s le n d e r  fo o t  s e t h is  h e a r t  b e a t in g ;  and w h ate v e r way 
her head moved th e re  came a new shape o f  b e a u ty  to  h er fa c e . . . .she  
was always n e w ." ^  Her beauty  has ren d ered  a l l  o th e r  th in g s  secondary  
to  him. And Saeve re tu rn s  h is  love  in  l i k e  manner and th e re b y  u n w it t ­
in g ly  b rin g s  about th e  tra g e d y . B e lie v in g  she sees Fionn re tu rn in g  from  
an encounter w ith  th e  men o f  Loch lann , she spurns th e  w arn ings o f  th e  
keep guards and runs to  meet th e  f ig u r e .  I t  is  th e  Dark Man o f  th e  S idhe  
who turns h er back in to  a d e e r. When l a t e r  F ionn comes upon a sm all boy 
in  the  woods, he d is c o v e rs  i t  to  be h is  son by S aeve. The boy, O is in ,  
e x p la in s  how he l iv e d  in  a cave w ith  a d e e r  and was v is i t e d  fre q u e n t ly  
by a dark man who a t  la s t  com pelled th e  d e e r to  go w ith  h im . "She was 
lo o k in g  back a t  me a l l  th e  tim e and she was c ry in g  so b i t t e r l y  th a t  any 
one would p i t y  h e r ,"  O is in  remembers.
Three o th e r  f ig u r e s  in  th e  spouse-m other mode appear in  the  s to ry  
o f  the ch ild h o o d  o f  Fionn h im s e lf . M u irn e , F io n n 's  own m o th er, is  aw are  
o f  the danger to  h e r in fa n t  son from  th e  C lan  M orna, who had a lre a d y
k i l l e d  F io n n 's  fa th e r  U a il mac B a iscn e . She p la c e s  Fionn in  the  c a re  o f
two dru idesses and sends them to  l i v e  deep in  th e  woods. M u irne has
l i t t l e  c o n ta c t w ith  h er son u n t i l  he is  an a d u l t .  In  one scen e, how ever,
M uirne i l l u s t r a t e s  th a t  m other lo ve f in d s  ways around th e  most d i f f i c u l t  
o f  c ircu m stan ces: "The b e a u t i f u l ,  lo n g -h a ire d  M u irn e  came to  see h im . . . 
s e c r e t ly ,  f o r  she fe a re d  th e  sons o f  M orna, and she paced through lo n e ly
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p laces  in  many c o u n tie s  b e fo re  she reached th e  hu t in  the wood. . . .She
took him in  her arms and k issed  h im , and she sang a s le e p y  song u n t i l  th e
27sm all boy s le p t  a g a in . . . .B u t when he awakened she was g o n e ."  C e r ta in ­
ly  to  have o n e 's  c h i ld  rea re d  by o th e rs  was n o t unusual among th e  I r is h  
n o b i l i t y ,  and M u irn e 's  sm all c o n ta c t w ith  h e r son is  e x p la in a b le  in  r e ­
gards to  M o rn a 's  d e te rm in a tio n  to  e r a d ic a te  th e  Clan B a iscn e . But Stephens  
shows M uirne caught between mother lo v e  and lo v e  o f  h er new husband, th e  
k in g  o f  K e rry . He suggests th a t  h er f u r t iv e n e s s  may be due to  K e r ry 's  fe a r
o f  th e  Clan  Morna and th a t  she s a c r i f ic e s  h e r r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  F ionn in  
28d e fe re n c e  to  h im . Such a note is  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u ita b le  to  th e  p e c u lia r  
coolness o f  F io n n 's  n e x t m eeting w ith  h is  m o th e r. Fionn has come in c o g n ito  
to  th e  c o u rt o f  th e  k in g  o f  Kerry and is  im p o l i t ic  enough to  w in  seven  
games in  a row p la y in g  chess a g a in s t th e  k in g  h im s e lf .  The k in g  d is c e rn s  
who he is  and re fu s e s  to  g iv e  him s a n c tu a ry  because e v id e n t ly  he d id  not 
want to  h a rb o r a re fu g e e  from  the C lan M orna. Faced w ith  a c h o ice  between  
s u p p o rtin g  h e r  son o r  h er lo r d , M u irne t a c i t l y  chooses the  l a t t e r  and o f ­
fe r s  Fionn no s u p p o rt. Stephens e x p la in s :  M u irn e . . . .must have loved her 
lo r d ;  o r  she may have been t e r r i f i e d  in  t r u t h  o f  the  sons o f  Morna and fo r  
F io n n ; bu t i t  is  so a ls o ,  th a t  i f  a woman loves h er second husband she can
29
d is l ik e  a l l  th a t  reminds her o f  the  f i r s t  o n e ."
I f  F ionn was then d e p rived  o f  th e  n a tu re  o f  h is  re a l m o th e r, he was 
a b ly  re a re d  by h is  two guard ians Bov M a ll and L ia  Luachra . C u tt in g  o f f  
them selves c o m p le te ly  from  th e i r  fo rm er l i f e  a t  c o u r t ,  the  two women w ere  
devoted to  th e  l i t t l e  boy, p lan n in g  c a r e f u l l y  each s ta g e  in  h is  d e v e lo p ­
m ent. More than m e re ly  c a r in g  fo r  F io n n 's  need s , they s e t them selves to  
r a is in g  him as b e f i t t e d  the son o f  U a il  mac B aiscne by t r a in in g  him in
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a l l  th e  a r ts  and s k i l l s  exp ected  o f  a Fen ian  w a r r io r .  E a r ly  in  c h i ld ­
hood they tau g h t him to  g le a n  e x p e r ie n c e  from  the woods around h im . Pac­
ing h is  experien ces  to  h is  re a d in e s s , th ey  tra in e d  him to  overcom e d i f ­
f i c u l t i e s  by u t i l i z i n g  sometimes h arsh  methods fo r  they r e a l iz e d  th a t  
tenderness a lo n e  not b u i ld  th e  r e q u is i t e  s tre n g th , s ta m in a , and a g i l i t y  
necessary to  the Fenian code. For e xam p le , they  tau g h t Fionn to  swim:
" I t  was a leg  and an arm g rip p e d  th e n ; a swing fo r  F io n n , and o u t and 
away w ith  him ; p lop and f lo p  f o r  h im ; down in to  c h i l l  deep d ea th  f o r  
him , and up w ith  a s p lu t t e r ;  w ith  a sob; w ith  a grasp a t  e v e ry th in g  th a t  caught 
caught n o th in g ; w ith  a w i ld  f l u r r y ;  w ith  a rag ing  d e s p a ir ;  w ith  a bubble  
and s n o rt as he was hau led  a g a in  down, and down, and down, and found as 
suddenly th a t  he had been h au led  o u t .  Fionn learned  to  swim u n t i l  he 
could  pop in to  the w a te r  l i k e  an o t t e r  and s l id e  through i t  1 ik e  an 
e e l . " ^ °  The two women, m o reo ver, e x c ite d  h is  p r id e  in  h is  h e r i ta g e  by 
t e l l i n g  him o fte n  o f  the  g lo r io u s  e x p lo i t s  o f  h is  f a t h e r .  T h e ir  s e l f le s s  
d e v o tio n  to  th e  young boy was rew arded as Fionn accum ulated th e  r e q u is i t e  
s k i l l s  o f  mind and body, w ith  th e  in s t in c t s  o f  the an im a ls  o f  th e  fo re s ts  
and y e t  the  h ig h e s t awareness o f  h is  h e ro ic  lin e a g e  and p o s it io n .
One o f  th e  f u l l e s t  e x e m p li f ic a t io n s  o f  th is  c h a ra c te r  ty p e  is  
Lavarcham , D e ird re *s  n u rs e . Lavarcham 's  o r ig in a l  fu n c t io n  a t  th e  c o u r t  o f  
Conachur is  to  be h is  b e a n -c a in te  o r  "c o n v e rs a tio n  woman," in  o th e r  w ords, 
a spy. She is  a b le  to  f e r r e t  o u t f o r  th e  k in g  the s u b t le t ie s  o f  c o u r t  
re la t io n s h ip s  being o f  p a r t ic u la r  c o m fo rt to  him w h ile  he is  m a rr ie d  to  
th e  c le v e r  and ru th le s s  M a e v e .^ 1 W ith in  th e  pa lace she is  in  co m p lete  
c o n tr o l .  Favored by th e  k in g , she uses her w ily to u n g e  to  s p u r , o r  s o o th , 
o r m a n ip u la te  him to  h er c o u n s e l.
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Conachur remarks to  h er:
" I f  you had been a man I should have been 
a f r a id  o f  y o u ."
"How so , m aster?"
"Because you cou ld  have taken my kingdom  
whenever you wanted i t . "
" In d e e d , m a s te r, I would not a c c e p t a k in g ­
dom i f  I g o t one as a p re s e n t . There  is  too much 
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  and th e re  is  too much to  do. . i f  
I had th e  bad lu ck  to  be a k in g , o r a queen , I 
should  never again  know w hat a re s t m eant, as you , 
my dear m a s |e r , do not know what i t  is  to  re s t  
y o u r s e lf ."
She maneuvers him to  her purpose w ith  courage and f in e s s e . She c r i t iz e s  
th e  King o f  S co tlan d  and t e l l s  Conachur how h is  p u rs u it  o f  D e ird re  and 
th e  sons o f  Usna is  adding to  t h e i r  h a rd sh ip  in  e x i l e .  But Conachur 
rebukes h e r:
"The a c ts  o f  a p r in c e  need a p r in c e 's  c r i t i c i s m , "  
sa id  the  k ing  s e v e re ly . . . .Leave men to  th e  th in g s  
they know, and do you meddle w ith  yo u r own fem ale  
b u s in e s s ."
"Those c h ild r e n ,"  s a id  Lavarcham s tu b b o rn ly ,
" a re  a woman's b u s in e s s , and h is  own s u b je c ts  a re  
a m a tte r  fo r  a k in g ."  ^
"They a re  our kinsmen in d e e d ,"  s a id  Conachur 
th o u g h t fu l ly ,  "and t h e i r  tro u b le s  s h a ll  be looked  
in to .  We s h a ll speak o f  th is  ag a in  a f t e r  th e  
b a n q u e t."
Kavarcham's eyes w ere s h in in g :
"Y es , m a s te r ,"  she crooned .
When Conachur decides to  save th e  in fa n t  D e ir d r e 's  l i f e ,  he gives  
h e r to  Lavarcham to  r a is e .  Lavarcham loves the  c h i ld  as h er own and 
u n s t in t in g ly  devotes her en e rg ie s  to  com plem enting D e ir d r e 's  n a tu ra l  
g re a t  b eauty  w ith  understand ing  o f  th e  ways o f  her p e o p le . L a v a r- 
cnam's in s t r u c t io n  is  indeed the o n ly  e c u c a tio n  D e ird re  has s in c e  she
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is  is o la te d ,  n u tured  in  s e c re t  to  lessen th e  chances o f  her f u l f i l l i n g  
C a th fa 's  prophecy th a t  she shou ld  cause g r e a t  sorrow  to  U ls te r .  And th e  
focus o f  Lavarcham 's tu te la g e  is  knowledge o f  C onachur, fo r  Lavarcham 
has determ ined  th a t  D e ird re  should  be the  co n s o rt o f  th e  k in g . Given 
h e r p re v io u s  re p u ta t io n  f o r  e x p e d it io u s n e s s , i t  is  n o t s u rp r is in g  th a t  
she should be p la n n in g  a un ion  between th e  k in g  and h e r ward. Though 
such an arrangem ent is  f ra u g h t  w ith  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  fo r  her own s e l f - a g ­
g ra n d ize m e n t, Lavarcham 's d e v o tio n  to  D e ird re  is  r e a l ,  m a te rn a l, and 
a ll-e n c o m p a s s in g . In  a c o n v e rs a tio n  w ith  C onachur, who is  an g lin g  to  
d is c o v e r her lo y a l ty  to  h im , Lavarcham ad m its  th a t  i f  she loves the  
k in g , she a ls o  loves " h e r b a b e ."
Her in te n t io n  to  m arry  D e ird re  to  King Conachur is  inform ed ob vio u s­
ly  by th e  n a tu ra l m a te rn a l d e s ire  to  see h e r  c h i ld  w e l l - o f f  and s ecu re . 
So i t  is  th a t  in  o rd e r to  make D e ird re  in d is p e n s a b le  to  the k in g ,L a v a r ­
cham in s t ru c ts  her in  a l l  th e  ways o f  C onachur: "She had many th ings to  
teach  a young g i r l ,  and she w ith h e ld  no knowledge th a t  could b e n e f it  th e  
l i t t l e  one whom her h e a r t  had soon adopted as i t s  own babe. . . .Among 
th e  a r ts  o f  which th e  t i r e le s s  Lavarcham spoke th e re  was one she 
ta u g h t and re ta u g h t to  D e ir d r e ,  and th a t  a r t  was Conachur. Although  
she had never seen th e  k in g , y e t  th e  young g i r l  knew him as a mother 
knows her baby. . . .She knew, as o n ly  Lavarcham d id ,  why he did  such 
a c e r ta in  th in g ,  and by w hat p ro g ress io n s  t h is  s ta te d  consummation, 
m a rv e lle d  a t  by o th e r s , had been a r r iv e d  a t . " ^
I r o n ic a l ly ,  i t  is  Lavarcham 's d e ta i le d  in s t r u c t io n  to  D e ird re  
w hich in  la rg e  measure bro u g h t about th e  tra g e d y  th a t  t ra n s p ire s . F i r s t ,
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Lavarcham has f i l l e d  D e ir d r e 's  head so f u l l  o f  th e  h e ro ic  demeanor and 
e x p lo its  o f  Conachur th a t  he seems to  th e  g i r l  an i n s t i t u t i o n ,  a ven­
e ra b le  l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  f ig u r e  o f  m a je s ty . T h is  im pression  is  under­
scored by Lavarcham 's d e t a i le d  in s tru c t io n s  o f  q u een ly  d e p o rtm e n t. She 
in s is ts  th a t  by paying  p ro p er a t t e n t io n  to  p ro to c o l D e ird re  a p p r o p r ia te ­
ly  acknowledge the  heroes and n o ta b le s  a t  c o u r t .  Y e t ,  she must be cau- • 
tio u s  to  pay no undue a t t e n t io n  to  any man le s t  th e  k in g  be a n x io u s .
She is  to  conduct h e r s e l f  in  th e  k in g 's  p resence w ith  a c a r e fu l  b a lan ce  
o f y o u th fu l lig h th e a r te d n e s s  and g e n t le  d e fe re n c e  em ploying a l l  th e  
womanly a r ts  to  av o id  even "a second 's  th o u g h tle s s n e s s ."
Conachur is ,  as she has to ld  D e ird re , "a g re a t  k in g , a g r e a t  man, 
a ro y a l h e ro . . . .H is  equal is  n o t in  E i r e . 11 But w ith  h e r woman's  
in s ig h t  in to  m ascu lin e  psyche and h er long e x p e rie n c e  w ith  c o u rt in ­
t r ig u e ,  Lavarcham a ls o  knows th e  man behind th e  h e ro , and she f u l l y  
comprehends th e  im pact th a t  D e ir d r e 's  elopem ent has on h im . Conachur 
is  in  la t e  m id d le  a g e , and h is  n a tu ra l need o f  th e  a f f e c t io n  and a d m ir­
a t io n  o f  a d e s ir a b le  woman has th re e  tim es been th w a rte d — by th e  Un­
tim e ly  d ea th  o f  C lo th ru , by M aeve's im perious d e p a r tu re , and  now by 
D e ird re 's  e lo p em en t. The l a t t e r  is  a l l  th e  more s e r io u s  f o r ,  u n lik e
th e  o th e r s , D e ird re  has chosen a n o th e r man o ver Conachur and h is  re ­
je c t io n  a f t e r  h is  own commitment is  a d e v a s ta tin g  h u m il ia t io n .  L a v a r­
cham loves th e  k in g  and would sp are  him th e  to rm ent o f  remembering a
re la t io n s h ip  w ith  D e ird re  as i t  m ig h t have been. But because she loves
/
her "babe" m ore, she r is k  e v e ry th in g  to  keep C onachur's  revenge from  
encompassing th e  g u i l t y  lo v e r s , and she la b o rs  to  p la c a te  h is  wounded 
ego by m a n u fa c tu rin g  th e  most p la u s ib le  o f  l i e s .  When Conachur asks fo r
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
190
news o f  th e  e x i le s  in  S c o t la n d , she t e l l s  him th e  t r u t h  em bro idered  w ith  
d e t a i ls  designed  to  make him fe e l  p a te rn a l tow ards D e ir d r e .  The k ing  o f  
S c o tla n d , she e x p la in s , hunts  th e  e x ile s  l i k e  a n im a ls . She p a in ts  a 
d re a ry  p ic tu r e :  "Everyw here th e y  go they a re  hunted l i k e  fo x e s . They 
l i v e  under th e  w e a th e r, c ro u c h in g  l i k e  w ild  c re a tu re s  in  th e  bracken o f
35
a h i l l - s i d e ,  o f  h id in g  in  rocks and caves by a ho w lin g  s h o re . She 
e x p la in s  t h a t  S c o tlan d  w ants to  k i l l  the th re e  men and ta k e  D e ird re  to  
h im s e lf .  By p le a d in g  th e  p l ig h t  o f  th e  fo u r ,  she succeeds in  a rra n g in g  
fo r  t h e i r  re tu rn  to  U ls t e r .  But because Lavarcham re c o g n iz e s  th a t  Cona­
chur s t i l l  ch afes  under t h e i r  d e fe c t io n  and th e  loss o f  D e ir d r e ,  she 
q u ic k ly  seeks to  co nvince th e  k in g  th a t  D e ird re  has chan g ed . She t e l l s  
Conachur t h a t  D e ird re 's  homecoming f i l l s  her w ith  " jo y  and g r i e f " - g r i e f  
because o f  th e  c e r ta in  change w hich D e ird re 's  h a rd s h ip s  have w rought 
upon her b e a u ty : "The D e ird re  we knew is  dead, and some w e a th e r -w is e ,  
w e a th e r-w a s te d  woman w i l l  lo o k  a t  me w ith  unknown eyes and say 'How 
do you d o , ' I s h a ll  not know how to  t a lk  to  h e r . " ^  She assu res  Conachur 
th a t  a f t e r  h e r many yea rs  o f  e x i le  D e ird re  w ould have lo s t  her g re a t  
beauty  and w ould now be unw orthy o f  the  love o f  a k in g :  "Young g i r l s  
a re  b e a u t i fu l  w h ile  they a re  young, rriaster, bu t in  a few  y e a rs  they  
look l i k e  any o th e r  p erso n . . . .They g e t f a t  o r  th e y  g e t  t h in .  . . .
She is  seven y ears  o ld e r  in  tim e  and tw enty  yea rs  o ld e r  in  h a rd s h ip . .
, .1 t h in k ,  m a s te r , th a t  she may be lo n g , t h i n ,  tough woman. She w i l l  
37be rh e u m a tic ."
When th e  e x i le s  do r e tu r n ,  she is  uneasy. She knows Conachur is  
c apab le  o f  v io le n c e  and som ething in  C onachur's  manner re v e a ls  th a t  
he may be p lan n in g  harm. Lavarcham goes from  th e  k in g 's  p resence
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" l is t e n in g  as i t  were to  her h e a r t ,  to  her in s t in c t s ,  to  th a t  m o n ito r
on whom we c a l l  when th e  tim es a re  momentous and d o u b tfu l and th e re  is
no o th e r  h e lp  but o u r own to  be summoned."^® And when th e  k in g  sends
Laracham to  th e  Red Branch to  see how D e ird re  lo o k s , Lavarcham goes
w ith  g r e a t  show o f  re lu c ta n c e  and i 1 l-te m p e r to  see th e  c h i ld  who, she
c la im s , had s e v e re ly  " d is a p p o in te d "  h e r . When she re tu rn s  she t r i e s  to
d is t r a c t  Conachur from  any p o s s ib le  revenge by a p p e a lin g  to  h is  sense
o f p i t y :  "H er cheeks a re  ho llo w  and her eyes a re  re d . . . .my h e a r t
39was wrung when I looked on her w re tc h e d n e s s ."  Having warned th e  sons 
o f  Usna o f  th e  d an g er, she knows th a t  i f  she can p la c a te  Conachur fo r  
the  n ig h t ,  by m orning Fergus m ight have come and th e  o th e r  heroes lo y a l 
to  N ao ise  m ig h t be a le r te d  to  h is  a r r iv a l  so th a t  Conachur w ould not 
d are  harm them , and to  th is  end she sends m essangers to  Usna and to  
Fergus mac Roy though she r e a l iz e s  her tre a s o n  in  so d o in g .
As th e s e  f ig u r e s  have i l l u s t r a t e d ,  d e v o tio n  is  th e  key term  w ith  
regards to  th e  spouse-m other f ig u r e .  She is  th e  legen d ary  h e ro in e  who 
e x c e lls  in  g iv in g  o f  h e r s e l f  and b r in g in g  h er s k i l l s  to  bear to  the  
w e ll-b e in g  o f  those she lo v e s . No m aud lin  m a rty r  f ig u r e ,  th e  spouse- 
m other i s ,  how ever, in  her own way s a c r i f ic e d  by h er commitment to  
a n o th e r , a v ic t im  o f  her own s e lf le s s n e s s .
The V ic t im  o f  F ate
The concept o f  th e  v ic t im  is  more a p p r o p r ia te ,  how ever, to  a se­
cond group o f  C e l t ic  h e ro in e s , who m ight be term ed th e  " v ic t im s  o f  
f a t e . "  These young women who seem in es c a p a b ly  d e s tin e d  to  p la y  a 
c e n tr a l  r o le  in  a lo v e  trag ed y  a re  u s u a lly  o f  unsurpassed beauty  th a t  
causes th e  men who d e s ire  them to  become in e x t r ic a b ly  meshed in  a
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fa t e f u l  a tta c h m e n t.
As in  a l l  d is cu ss io n s  o f  f a t e ,  th e  issue o f  personal c u lp a b i l i t y  
must be examined as w e l l .  Among th e s e  h e ro in es  a re  both those who f a l l  
in  t r a g ic  term s through a h a m a rtia  and those who seem in  p a th e t ic  terms 
p u re ly  th e  o b je c t  o f  c ircum stances t o t a l l y  beyond t h e i r  c o n tr o l.  In  
Stephens two f ig u re s  stand o u t as re p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f th is  group—
E ta in  and D e ird re . The fo rm er is  o f  two w o r ld s , being a t once both  
human and fa e r y ;  th e  l a t t e r  is  a l l  too  human and as such a c t iv e ly  b rin g s  
about her own f a t e f u l  end.
Eta in 's  s to ry  is  among th e  most complex in  C e l t ic  m ythology. The 
w ife  o f  M id i r ,  S idhe king  o f  B ri L e i t h ,  she is  d e s ire d  by Angus Og who 
in  e x e rc is in g  h is  s e ig n o r ia l  r ig h ts  ta kes  h er away w ith  him back to  
the  p a lace  o f  th e  Dagda. C o m p lic a tio n  a r is e s ,  how ever, fo r  Fuamnach, 
a ls o  the w ife  o f  M id i r ,  loves Angus Og, to o , and fe e ls  h e r s e l f  more 
w orthy to  become the mac an O g's param our because she, u n lik e  E ta in ,  
is  unloved by M id i r .  And when she cannot com fort M id ir  fo r  th e  loss  
o f E ta in ,  c o n d it io n s  a t  B ri L e ith  become unbearab le  fo r  Fuamnach. She 
devises and excu tes  a p la n  whereby w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  th e  D ruid  B re s il  
E ta r la im  she tu rn s  E ta in  in to  a t in y  in s e c t and blows her beyond the  
w orld  o f th e  S id h e . Thus ends th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  th e  t a le .  The second  
p a rt  begins as E ta in  in  in s e c t  form  is  a c c id e n ta l ly  swallowed by the  
w ife  o f  E ta r ,  lo rd  o f Iv e r  Cichm aine and is  reborn as a human in f a n t .  
When she has grown to  womanhood, she is  seen by Eochaid A irem , th e  
A rd -R i, who, f a l l i n g  in  lo v e  a t  f i r s t  s ig h t ,  makes her queen a t  T a ra . 
M id ir ,  who a t  la s t  fin d s  E ta in ,  appears in the  g u is e  o f  E o ch a id 's  
s ic k  b ro th e r A i 1i 1 1 , who is  cured when E ta in ,  the  cause o f h is  lo v e
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m e la n c h o ly , prom ises to  s le e p  w ith  h im . M id ir  in  h is  an x io u s n e s s , how­
e v e r ,  removes h is  d is g u is e  too  soog E ta in  does not remember him and is  
f r ig h te n e d  and runs away. M id ir  h i ts  upon a second p lan  to  re c a p tu re  
E ta in ,  one by which he c h a lle n g e s  Eochaid to  a s e r ie s  o f chess games, 
the f in a l  s ta k e  being E ta in .  M id ir  w in s , and E o ch a id , o b lig e d  by h is  
honor to  y ie ld  th e  p r i z e ,  agrees but m a rs h a lls  h is  fo rc e s  w ith  in ­
s tr u c t io n s  to  k i l l  M id ir  i f  he should  t r y  to  leave  w ith  E ta in .  M id i r ,  
how ever, awakens memory in  E ta in  and c la s p in g  her to  h im s e lf  r is e s  
w ith  her up through th e  ro o f  o f  th e  k in g 's  th ro n e  room and escap es.
In th e  t h i r d  p a r t  o f  th e  s t o r y ,  a p a r t  which Stephens does no t re ­
c o u n t, Eochaid fo rc e s  M id ir  to  re tu rn  E ta in ,  a p led g e which w i ly  M id ir  
th o ro u g h ly  f u l f i l l s  by sending hundreds o f  " E ta in s ."  E och a id , o b lig a te d  
to  choose o n e , u n w it t in g ly  chooses h is  and E ta in 's  d a u g h te r. An in fa n t  
born o f  th e  incestuous union is  s e t o u t to  d ie  but is  rescued in  c la s s ­
ic a l  fa s h io n  by a p easant and reared  to  become l i k e  h er m other and 
grandm other a symbol o f  f a t e f u l  beauty in  Ir e la n d .
E ta in 's  g re a t  beauty  Stephens renders  in  a com posite p ic t u r e .  The 
g i r l  h e r s e l f  i s ,  o f  c o u rs e , p e e r le s s :  Very f a i r  w ith  " g re a t  tre s s e s "  
go lden and s h in in g , deep s o f t  b lu e  e y e s , l ip s  " re d  as th e  rowan b e r r y ."  
Her ra im e n t and a c c e s s o rie s  a c c e n tu a te  her lo v e lin e s s :  "B es id e  her was 
a s i l v e r  b asin  th a t  had fo u r  golden b ird s  perched upon i t ,  and th e re  
w ere b r ig h t  p u rp le  stones s e t  in  the  rim  o f  th e  b a s in . A p u rp le  c lo a k  
w ith  long s i lv e r  f r in g e s  was ly in g  by her on th e  g ra s s . Her dress was 
o f  g reen  s i l k ,  and f a l l i n g  a long  behind was a long hood em broidered in  
g o ld . On each b r e a s t ,  ju s t  deep enough to  ho ld  them , th e re  was a l i t t l e  
cup o f  g o ld ; and on each o f  her shou lders  was a narrow  s i lv e r  c la s p ."
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In  S tephens' w ords, "The sun was sh in in g  upon h e r ,  and in d e e d . . . . she 
L 0
was sh in in g  back a t  th e  s u n ."
According to  S tephens ' v e r s io n ,  how ever, th e re  is  a s tra n g e  p assio n ­
less  q u a l i ty  about E ta in .  A t t h e i r  f i r s t  m eeting  Eochaid is  tre m b lin g  
w ith  em otion; E ta in ,  l i k e  o th e r  Stephens h e ro in e s , is  n e i th e r  abashed 
nor e x c ite d  in any p ro p o tio n  ap p roach ing  th a t  o f  h er a d m ire r . E ta in  but 
s lo w ly  warms to  h is  c o n fe s s io n s  o f  lo v e . But she is  s u rp r is e d  to  d is ­
c o v e r , in  Stephens' u n d e rs ta te d  e x p la n a t io n , " t h a t  she d id  no t d is l ik e  
h e a rin g  o f  these th in g s "  o f  lo ve  and even f in d s  th a t  she is  becoming more 
and more curious about E o c h a id 's  f e e l in g s .  E ta in  re tu rn s  h is  p ro te s ta ­
t io n s  o f  love and p e t names bu t o n ly  when he i n i t i a t e s  th e  exchange, 
e v id e n t ly  w ith o u t any re a l o r  deepseated  fe e lin g s  h e r s e l f .  In  a charm­
ing d ia lo g u e  she ask him ab o u t h is  love fo r  her "How do you lo v e  me?" 
she q u e r ie s . "The young k in g  drew a v a s t b re a th  in to  h is  lu n g s , and 
then p u ffe d  i t  m onstrously  and h e lp le s s ly  a b ro ad . 'T h u s ! ' he s a id ;  and
41smote m ig h tly  on h is  bosom." Eochaid  c a l ls  her "My Love! My B ird .
My One Lamb!" terms o f  endearm ent which she re tu rn s  in  s u i t  w ith  g rad ­
u a l ly  in creas in g  u n d e rs ta n d in g . T h is  exchange becomes a k in d  o f  game, 
a k in d  o f  r e f r a in  w ith  w hich th e y  te a s e  each o th e r  in to  an adm ission  
o f  lo v e . I t  i s ,  how ever, th e s e  v e ry  words which save E ta in  from  c a p itu ­
la t in g  to  M id ir  when h e , in s te a d  o f  A i l i l l ,  com pletes t h e i r  t r y s t .  M id ir  
sings the death song o f  th e  S idhe to  h e r ,  bu t her head is  f u l l  o f  the  
sound o f  E ochaid 's  v o ic e  to  w hich she accedes, and fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e  
understands the  passion  b eh ind  th e  words and f in d s  her own h e a r t  re ­
sponding in  k in d : " — My Branch! My Love! My B ird !  My Lam b!. . . .  My 
Dream and My Awakening! My T re a s u re  and My Song I s in g ! My Love, My
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k2L i f e ,  My E v e ry th in g !"  When she t e l l s  Eochaid o f  th e  s tra n g e  m e e tin g ,  
f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e she i n i t i a t e s  th e  d ia lo g u e :
There came a long s i le n c e  between them.
"My Lamb!" s a id  E ta in  t im id ly .
"My Dove!" s a id  E o ch a id .
"1 love y o u ,"  s a id  E ta in .
"Do you t r u l y  lo v e  me?" s a id  E o ch a id .
" I  do, I d o ,"  she r e p l ie d .
" In  what way?" s a id  E o ch a id , and he was a l l  
in te n tn e s s  and an g u is h .
The queen drew a g r e a t  b re a th  in to  h e r  
lu n g s , and she b re a th e d  i t  d eep ly  ab ro ad .
"T h u s ,"  she s a id ,  and she b ea t m ig h t i ly  on 
her lo v e ly  bosom.
" .  . . . In d e e d , you must n o t c r y ,"  s a id  E o ch a id , 
" In d e e d , you w i l l  make me c r y ,"  he said.1»3
There is e v id e n t ly  some in d ic a t io n  o f  th e  aw akening o f  h e r p a s s io n ­
a te  n a tu re  in  her com passion fo r  A i l i l l .  But much o f  h e r d e te rm in a tio n  
to  cure  him is  born o f  E o c h a id 's  in f lu e n c e  on h er fo r  he has ta u g h t  
her as Queen she is  p o w e rfu l. In  r e f le c t in g  o f  A i l i l l ' s  c o n d it io n  she 
e x c la im s , "Whoever he y earn s  f o r  I w i 11 s u rp r is e  h er name from  h im , and 
i f  she has to  be dragged h e re  in c h a in s , here  she s h a ll  come; and a l l  
th a t  she can g iv e  s h a l l  be g iv e n  o r I w i l l  m urder h e r .  H a !"  she th o u g h t,  
and th e  very  thunder and a c c e n t o f  Eochaid rang in  her th r o a t ;  "am I
hh
th e  Queen o r  am I n o t ! "  She w i l l  do w ith  th a t  to rm e n tin g  woman as 
Eochaid w ould. When to  her h o rro r  she d is c o v e rs  th a t  th a t  woman is  h e r­
s e l f ,  then she is  com m itted to  h er purpose. T h a t her dawning lo v e  fo r  
Eochaid is  a lre a d y  m aking i t s e l f  f e l t  i s ,  how ever, a p p aren t in  h e r in ­
a b i l i t y  to  rep ea t to  A i l i l l  th e  p e t e x p ress io n s  common to  lo v e r s ,  those
such as Eochaid uses to  h e r :  "These were words th a t  belonged e ls e w h e re ;
J+5
th a t  were sacred to  one who was a b s e n t.
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E ta in 's  arrangem ent w ith  A i l i l l ,  rem inding one o f  D o r ig e n 's  p l ig h t  
in C hau cer's  " F r a n k l in 's  T a le ,"  is  fra u g h t w ith  c o m p le x ity  o f  fe e lin g s  
and honor. E ta in  is  u t t e r l y  f a i t h f u l  toE ochaid  and p a r a d o x ic a lly  i t  
is th is  f a i t h f u ln e s s  th a t  p laces h er in the  compromising s i t u a t io n .  
Eochaid loves h is  b ro th e r  d e a r ly .  The prom ise to cure  him is  a re ­
s u lt  o f  E t a in 's  w ish to  make Eochaid  happy a g a in . Stephens is  c a re fu l  
to  in d ic a te  h e r c o m p lic ity  is  f r e e  o f  any s u b vers ive  a f f e c t io n  fo r  
A i l i l l .  W a it in g  fo r  A i l i l l  she does not say "He does n o t com e;" ra th e r  
she la m en ts , " I t  is  no t do n e ."^^  M o reo ver, E ta in 's  n a tu ra l p r id e  is  
b o ls te re d  by E o c h a id 's  p o s it io n  and her sh are  in i t s  n o b leness under­
scores her d e te rm in a tio n  to  d is c e rn  th e  cause o f A i l i l l ' s s ick n e s s  and 
to  b r in g  about a speedy re c o v e ry . I t  seems to  her th a t  A i l i l l ' s  
passion fo r  h e r ,  vehement enough to  cause him s ickness to  th e  p o in t  
o f d e a th , has trap p ed  th e  both o f  them in to  the  commission o f  th e  
most s e r io u s  a f f r o n t  p o s s ib le  to  E ochaid ; y e t  she is  persuaded th a t  
her p a r t  in  th e  a f f a i r  is  som ething she must do fo r  E o c h a id 's  sake as 
w e ll .  How ever, by h is  u n e x p la in e d  absences i t  appears A i l i l l  is  d a l­
ly in g  w ith  h er commitment. Y e t , i t  is  A i l i l l ' s  p e c u lia r  b e h a v io r  th a t  
helps to  waken fe e l in g  in  E ta in .  The r is in g  anger she f e e ls  a t  h is  
h u m ilia t in g  absence awakens f e e l in g  in  g e n e ra l. The gamut o f  em otions  
o f com passion, p r id e ,  f e a r ,  an g er have indeed done w hat M id i r  c la im s —  
torm ented h e r mind so t h a t  she m ig h t see a g o d --b u t th e  "god" she sees 
is the  meaning o f  her r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  Eochaid .
The f i r s t  tim e  she goes to  th e  hut she is  in  t e r r o r  o f  d is c o v e ry  
and o f  th e  m agn itude o f  h er a c t io n s .  The second tim e she goes to  
the h u t ,  h ow ever, her mood is  d i f f e r e n t .  Her purpose now is  in form ed
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by th e  f a in t e s t  q u e s tio n  o f  her own i r r e s t i b i 1 i t y .  Now she is  eager 
to  g iv e  h e r s e l f  to  A i l i l l  both to  prove her a t t r a c t iv e n e s s  and because  
o f  h er c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  o n ly  she and o n ly  in  t h is  way m ig h t cure  him . 
Stephens e x p la in s :  "H er f e e t  broke to  a ru n . She must no t be la t e .
47He m ight d ie  i f  she w ere even one m in u te  l a t e . "  Y et she is  a ls o  ex­
c ite d  to  te s t  h er own s e n s u a lity .  And when a g a in  A i l i l l  does not come, 
ra th e r  than th e  p e rp le x e d  r e l i e f  she f e l t  a f t e r  th e  f i r s t  tim e  he 
f a i l e d  to  keep t h e i r  ap p o in tm en t, now she is  incen sed , moved to  ven g efu l 
s p ite fu ln e s s  th a t  A i l i l l  should dare  to  to y  w ith  the  Queen, bu t more 
im p o rta n t th e  u n p a r a lle le d  E ta in .
In  h e r f i r s t  en co u n te r w ith  M id i r ,E t a in  proves the  s tre n g th  o f  
her own c h a r a c te r .  T h is  Lord o f  th e  S idhe re v e a ls  h im s e lf  to  her as 
her fo rm er husband and causes her f o r  the  moment to  r e c o l le c t  f r a g ­
ments o f  h er fo rm e r l i f e .  But E ta in  puts h er f in g e rs  in to  h e r e ars  
and c lo ses  h er e y e s , re fu s in g  to  be swayed by M id i r 's  h y p n o tic  song. 
Stephens a llo w s  th e  q u e s tio n  to  l i e ,  how ever, w hether E ta in 's  r e s is ­
tance is  due to  im p e rfe c t r e c o l le c t io n ,  to  a sudden surge o f  lo y a l ty  
to  E o ch a id , o f  p o s s ib ly  to  the fa c t  th a t  M id i r 's  d e te rm in a tio n  to  
re c la im  h er is  a c h a lle n g e  to  her own sense o f  autonomy. P ro b ab ly  
a l l  o f  th e s e  th in g s  a re  t r u e .  But a t  t h e i r  n e x t m e e tin g , inasmuch as 
Eochaid is  com pelled  to  s u rre n d e r h is  c la im  to  h e r ,  n o th in g  stands in  
th e  way o f  her y ie ld in g  to  M id ir .  She succumbs to  M id i r 's  enchantm ents  
and is  born away.
D e ir d r e 's  s to r y  has been to ld  by many w r i t e r s .  In  some v e rs io n s  
she is  th e  hare  pursued by the hounds; in  o th e rs  a sensual te m p tre s s ;  
in  s t i l l  o th e rs  th e  young id e a l ,  no b le  and f a t e d .  S tephens ' D e ird re  is
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a com posite o f  these images.
D e ird re 's  g re a t  b e a u ty , a lre a d y  d iscu ssed , w arran ts  many passages 
in  th e  n o ve l. She was " a l l  th a t  was b e a u t i f u l .  . . .h e re  g a th e re d  in to  
one fo rm , as in  one t ru e  ray o f  th e  sun is  a l l  th a t  is  lo v e ly  o f  the  
s u n ." ^  I t  is  th is  beauty  th a t  is  th e  f a t e f u l  c a ta ly s t  in  th e  trag ed y  
to  be u n fo ld e d . Stephens e x p la in s  th e  im pact o f  th is  b eau ty ; "We may 
t e l l  o f  the abasement which comes on th e  h e a r t when beauty is  seen; 
the  sadness which is  sh arp er than e very  o th e r  sadness; th e  d e s p a ir  
th a t  overshadows us when th e  abashed w i l l  concedes th a t  though i t  
would o verb ear e v e ry th in g  i t  cannot m aster t h is ,  and th a t  h ere  we 
renounce a l l  c la im s ; fo r  beauty is  beyond th e  b e s t. . . . "  I f  beauty is  
the c a t a ly s t ,  th e  trag ed y  i s ,  n o n e th e le s s , compounded by th e  temp­
eram ents o f  th e  p r in c ip a ls .
Many v e rs io n s  o f  th e  D e ird re  s to ry  a re  one-d im ensional ren d erin g s  
o f h a te  and d e s ir e ,  o f  p a s s io n -d r iv e n  c h a ra c te rs  caught in  an in ­
escapab le  web o f  f a t e .  Stephens does not om it to  take  note o f  the  
ro le  o f  fa t e  in  th is  t a l e ,  bu t h is  re d a c tio n  is  a more c r e d ib le  v e rs io n  
because he p ro v id es  m o tiv a t io n  fo r  th e  p r in c ip le s .  D e ird re 's  lo ve  o f  
N aoise and r e je c t io n  o f  Conachur a re  p la u s ib ly  o f fe r e d . Stephens  
begins the  causal re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  th e  awakening o f  d e s ire  in  D e ird re .  
Her is o la te d  e x is te n c e , p le a s a n t enough fo r  a c h i ld ,  has become fu r io u s ly  
f r u s t r a t in g  to  th e  a d o le s c e n t. N a tu r a l ly  re s t le s s  a t  her confinem ent 
she has perio d s  o f  a l t e r n a t in g  l is t le s s n e s s  a n d 'fre n z ie d  a c t i v i t y .
She is  a t  la s t  awakened L a u re n tia n : fa s h io n  by the moon and havin g  "sub­
m itte d  her d e s tin y  to  th e  d e l ic a t e  sweet lady o f  the s k y ,"  she leaves  
her compound and f in d s  N aoise and h is  b ro th e rs  encamped in  th e  woods.
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L is te n in g  to  t h e i r  t a lk in g ,  she r e a l iz e s  th a t  she has found t h a t  un­
named th in g  tow ards w hich she had been y e a rn in g . D e ird re  has f e l t  th e  
f i r s t  awakenings o f  h e r own sexual d r iv e  and no lo n g e r surrounded  in  
the compound by o n ly  th e  o ld  and im p o te n t, she responds to  th e  m agni­
f ic e n t  exam ple o f  v ig o ro u s  manhood b e fo re  hei— N a o is e . In  S tephens ' 
words D e ird re  "had begun to  long f o r  someone to  whom she m ig h t subm it 
her w i l l  and from  whom she co u ld  re c e iv e  th e  g u idance and wisdom and 
re freshm ent w hich she d iv in e d  to  be in  h e r s e l f ,  b u t w h ich  she could  
not reach .
The q u e s tio n  o f  p e rso n a l c u lp a b i l i t y  and f a t e  is  v e ry  n ic e ly  
sy n th e s ize d  a t  t h is  p o in t  in  the  t a l e .  D e ir d r e 's  f l i g h t  to  N a o is e 's  
camp is  a m a tte r  o f  d e s t in y — Stephens is  v e ry  im p l ic i t  on t h is  p o in t .
But in  th is  a c t io n  D e ird re  is  possessed by a p a lp a b le  w i l l  th a t  had 
m an ifes ted  i t s e l f  e a r ly  in  c h ild h o o d . D e ird re  ad m its  to  Lavarcham  
th a t  th e  guards do h er b id d in g  fo r  she has q u ite  charmed them in to  
subm ission to  h er so th a t  she m ight ' • 'd r i l l "  them , o r  have them t e l l  
her s to r ie s  o f  th e  o u ts id e  w o r ld . She t e l l s  o f  how th e  c a p ta in  o f  
the g u ard , " F a t - fa c e "  w ould not dare  to  cross h e r :  " I  shou ld  l i k e  
to  see F a t - fa c e  d a r in g  to  t e l l  an y th in g  about m e,"  D e ird re  p o u ts .
"Why, th e  men would b e a t him i f  he to ld .  I w ould g e t  down o f f  th e  
w a ll and b e a t him m y s e l f , H e r  re s tle s s n e s s  becomes more focused  
in  d eterm in ed  a d o le s c e n t r e b e l l io n :  "The u n re s t p ro p e r to  h e r y ears  grew  
as s t e a l t h i l y  as h e r lim b s , i t  was no lo n g er un n o ted . She had a 
d ir e c t io n  and she lean ed  th e re  as a r d e n t ly  and u n c o n s c io u s ly  as a 
f lo w e r  tu rn s  to  th e  s u n ." '*2 Knowing she is  going a g a in s t  Lavarcham 's  
d ir e c t io n s ,  she is  d e te rm in ed  to  s l ip  away from  th e  compound. A t th is
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p o in t  she is  unaware th a t  Lavarcham is  groom ing h er to  be queen and th a t  
her new a t t i tu d e s  and a c t io n s  a re  a p o te n t ia l  a f f r o n t  to  th e  m a je s ty  
o f  th e  th ro n e . But her innocence is  s h o rt l iv e d .  Though com pelled  to  
a c t io n  by her b io lo g ic a l  im p u lses , her w i l l  becomes a p o w erfu l to o l o f  
her im pulses. Her im a g in a tio n  is  pervaded by th e  image o f  N a o is e . I t  
is  on him th a t  a l l  th e  e n e rg ie s  o f  h e r mind become f ix e d  so t h a t  h e r  
d e s ire s  to  be f r e e  o f  h e r o ld  l i f e  and f r e e  to  go to  him and have him 
lo ve  her in  re tu rn  becomes a ta n g ib le  moving fo r c e .  N ao ise  too  is  
caught up in  th e  fo rc e  o f  h er w i l l .  Stephens e x p la in s ,  "T h is  p o w erfu l 
brood ing  o f  d e s ire  is  a m agical a c t ,  and th e  o b je c t  o f  i t  does not 
rem ain e n t i r e ly  u n a ffe c te d ;  fo r  even i f  no c o h e re n t message is  d is ­
p a tc h e d , th e  u n re s t is  shared in  however d i f fu s e d  a fo rm , and i t  may 
be th a t  in  s le e p  N ao ise  was no lo n g er th e  m aster o f  h is  dream s.
Lavarcham , n o t ic in g  th e  s u b t le  change in  D e ir d r e ,  d is c o v e rs  th a t  
th e  g i r l  has become a woman and , h e r s e l f  w is e  in  th e  ways o f  h e r s e x , 
she fe e ls  a sense o f  urgency in  a rra n g in g  a m eetin g  and b e tr o th a l  
between Conochur and h er w ard . But D e ird re  r e s is t s ,  seek in g  to  be
5k"an id e n t i t y  in s te a d  o f  a puppet to  be p u lle d  h e re  and o rd e re d  t h e r e ."  
W ith  th e  awakening o f  h e r im a g in a tio n , h e r s e n s e , h er w i l l ,  she to o  is
im p e lle d  by a s tra n g e  sense o f  u rg en cy, b u t one not boding the  des­
t r u c t io n  o f  p lans bu t th e  welcome f r u i t i o n  o f  them . D e ir d r e 's  i n t e n t ,  
though s e c r e t ,  is  so p o w erfu l th a t  she cannot fa thom  t h a t  o th e r  in ­
te n tio n s  a re  a t  w o rk . The sudden appearance o f  th e  k in g  and th e  in ­
fo rm a tio n  th a t  she is  to  become h is  w ife  s h a t te r s  upon D e ir d r e 's  
fe v e re d  mind w ith  th e  im pact o f  a m e te o r. H aving  g iv e n  h e r s e l f  to  
N a o is e , she is  u t t e r l y  dismayed to  le a rn  th a t  she is  to  become
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C onachur's  w i f e .  The k ing  in  h is  seem ingly unapproachable m a jes ty  f i l l s  
her w ith  awe, not lo v e . And th is  r e a l iz a t io n  on th e  v e ry  dawning o f  
h e r awareness o f  what lo v e  is  makes th e  thought o f  union w ith  him un­
b e a ra b le . To D e ird re  Conachur becomes "as one who co u ld  have been 
fa t h e r  and g ra n d fa th e r to  a h i l l .  . . .s te r n  and a lo o f  and a lm ost  
in c r e d ib le  a n c ie n t ,  looming o u t from  and overshadow ing h er in fa n c y  
l i k e  a f a i r y  t a l e . " ' ’ "’ Having seen him in  person h er f i r s t  im pression  
is  bu t a m p lif ie d  as he c la im s  h e r as h is  w i f e :  "N o th in g  bu t t e r r o r  
f i l l e d  h e r h e a r t  a t  th a t  p ro s p e c t , fo r  she could  not see him in  any 
term s o f  in tim a c y  o r  a f f e c t io n .  He was and would rem ain as remote  
as h e r c h ild h o o d , and no mere nearness cou ld  make him p re s e n t . And 
he would be as unaccountab le  as a re  the  e lem ents th a t  s m ile  today  
and rage tomorrow in  h u r r ic a n e . What woman could reckon h is  p a rts  
o r  h is  t o ta l?  He was l i k e  some god th a t  had come o u t o f  th e  h i l l s  to  
a s to n is h  and t e r r i f y . " * ^  Conachur s p e lle d  fo r  her s im p ly  an o th e r v e r­
s io n  o f  h er im prisonm ent— an a t t i t u d e  w hich Lavarcham re in fo rc e s  by 
h er w e ll-m e a n t but d is tu rb in g  r e i t e r a t io n s  o f  the c a u tio n s  and res ­
t r a in t s  w hich D e ird re  must p r a c t ic e  i f  she is  to  rem ain p le a s in g  to  
th e  k in g . I r o n i c a l l y ,  to o , i t  is  Lavarcham h e r s e l f  who con firm s  
D e ir d r e 's  d e s ire  to f l e e  from t h is  e n trap m en t. F in d in g  D e ird re  more 
than tim orous about her n u p t ia ls  Lavarcham c o u n s e ls , "No person can 
e i t h e r  hope o f  fe a r  u n t i l  th ey  know a c tu a l ly  th a t  which is  hopefu l 
o r  f r i g h t f u l .  A l l  you need do is  to  a ccep t w hat your h e a r t  approves  
o f ,  and what your h e a r t r e je c ts  you can throw  away. T h ere  is  e v e ry ­
th in g  to  hope fo r  and n o th in g  to  be a f r a id  o f . " ^  Such is  p r e c is e ly
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D e ird re 's  th o u g h t; in  h er new found em otions she is d e te rm in ed  to  
p reserve  h e r new sense o f  autonom y. M o reo ver, D e ird re  looks upon her 
m arriag e  to  Conachur as a means o f  d e fra u d in g  h er o f  N a o is e . N aoise  
i s ,  in  c o n s tra s t  to  th e  k in g , "h e r equal in  years  and f r o l i c .  . . .h e r  
b e lo v e d , h e r com rade, the  v ery  red o f  h er h e a r t ,  and her ch o ice  c h o ice . 
I f  Conachur looms too la rg e  to  be lo v e d , N aoise is  th e  id e a l lo v e r ,  a 
p e r fe c t  match f o r  th e  ep ito m e o f  Ir e la n d 's  id e a l o f  f e m in in i ty .
I t  is  im p o rta n t to  see D e ird re  as a m u lit-d im e n s io n a l f ig u r e .  
Though o f in e x p re s s ib le  b e a u ty , she is  not the  f r a g i l e  Rom antic h e ro in e .  
On th e  c o n tr a r y ,  th e re  is  about D e ird re  an a g g re s s iv e n e s s . She even 
shows h e r s e l f  a capab le  com batant. Having a lre a d y  proved h e r courage  
by h er escape from  Lavarcham and e lopem ent w ith  N a o is e , she endures  
w ith  f o r t i t u d e  th e  e x i le  in  S c o tla n d . When she and th e  o th e rs  a re  
trapped  in  th e  Red B ranch, she to o  proves her w orth  as a w a r r io r .
Armed w ith  a s l in g s h o t  she takes d e a d ly  aim a t  the  s o ld ie r s  who appear 
a t  the  w indows. W ith  a cool head and ready arm she h e lp s  to  open and 
c lo se  the  doors when the o th e rs  go f o r t h  to  f ig h t .  And when th e  f i v e  
a tte m p t one la s t  s o r t ie  so th a t  th ey  m ight escape, she is  a t  N a o is e 's  
back w ith  a s h ie ld  and sp e a r w ith  w hich she helps to  r e s is t  Cona- 
c h u r 's  s o ld ie r s .
D e ir d r e 's  a g g ress iven ess  takes a n o th e r fo rm , to o . She is  a c le v e r  
g i r l  who i n s t in c t iv e ly  knows how to  accom plish  her purpose through  
fo rc e  o r shrewd m an ueverings. In d ic a t iv e  o f  these q u a l i t i e s  is  her  
m eeting w ith  N ao ise  ju s t  p r io r  to  t h e i r  e lopem ent. Having confirm ed  
h e r s e lf  in  h er d e s ir e  f o r  N a o is e , she is  a b i t  dismayed when N aoise  
re tu rn s  to  h is  fo rm er no b le  and s e l f - e f f a c in g  s ta n d , born o f  an
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awareness th a t  D e ird re  is  a f t e r  a l l  th e  ward and now the  b e tro th e d  o f  th e  
k in g . R e a liz in g  th a t  in  h is  p resen t mood N ao ise  m ight b est be reached by 
in d ir e c t io n ,  she tu rn s  w ith  mock h e lp le s s n e s s  to  h is  b ro th e r A in n le ,  who 
m ight be depended upon f o r  rashness. As e x p e c te d , he suggests f l i g h t  
and though N ao ise  b a lk s  a t  the cow ardly appearance o f  ru n n in g , th e  
id ea  has been p la n te d . When Naoise reminds th e  o th e rs  th a t  D e ird re  
would be running away from  a kingdom, D e ird re  confesses th a t  she would  
g la d ly  g iv e  up be ing  queen to  run away w ith  h im . N a o is e 's  re lu c ta n c e  
is  un d erstan d ab le  inasmuch as he is a n o b le , th e  nephew o f  Conachur, and 
beloved o f  Conachur as a son. He is  and a lw ays has been lo y a l to  the  
k in g . To s te a l away Conachur's b e tro th e d  is  f ra u g h t  w ith  ig n o m in i­
ousness. The th re e  b ro th e rs  p ro te s t th a t  th e  k in g  loves them. But D e ir ­
d re  answers w ith  t e r r i b l e  meaning th a t  th e  k in g  loves h e r ,  to o , and 
she p leas her f 2a r  0 f  th e  k in g . She tu rn s  N a o is e 's  words back ag a in  
on him. I f  N ao ise  was re a re d  by Conachur and s a t  on h is  la p , i f  Cona­
chur fas ten ed  on N a o is e 's  sword and k is s e d  h im , so D e ird re  p o in ts  o u t  
in s in u a t in g ly  she too " s h a l l  be reared  by th e  son o f  Ness. . . .s h a l l  
s i t  in  h is  la p . He w i l l  no t buckle a sword on me, b u t w i l l  unbuckle my 
g ir d le  w ith  h is  own hands; he. . . . w i l l  k is s  me many tim es on each  
c h e e k . W h e n  in  angu ish  o f  je a lo u s y  N ao ise  s t i l l  does not r is e  to  the  
b a i t ,  she angles her b e s t lu r e .  She th re a te n s  to  re v e a l to  Conachur th e  
lovem aking between h er and N ao ise . D rained o f  o p p o s it io n , Naoise  
lays  plans fo r  t h e i r  escap e .
I t  is  D e ir d r e 's  a s tu te  understanding o f  human n a tu re  th a t  p ro v id es  
th e  f in a l  iro n y , how ever, a com petent,^a ■ t h f u l , c le v e r ,  and perso n ab le  
w ife  to  N ao ise . D e ird re  is  a ls o  g i f t e d  w ith  second s ig h t .  When Fergus
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comes to  b r in g  th e  e x i le s  home, D e ird re  r e la te s  her dreams o f  fo r e ­
boding to  th e  young w a r r io r s  and begs N aoise to  s ta y  in  S c o tla n d .
When he is  o b d u ra te , she rem ains w ith  him , n o t b e a rin g  to  be p a rte d  from  
him even when she knows th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  end . She e x p la in s  
h er knowledge o f  Conachur th a t  he is  in te n s e ly  proud and capab le  o f  ven­
g eance, b u t N ao ise  w i l l  no t l i s t e n .  She t r i e s  a g a in  to  d issuade  
N aoise  when Fergus abandons them fo r  the banquet g iv e n  by B orach, but 
a g a in  h er w arn in g s  a re  tu rn e d  a s id e  by h is  overw een ing  sense o f  
n oblesse o b l ig e  and kn o w in g ly  she fo llo w s  to  h u m il ia t io n  and d ea th .
D e ir d r e 's  v i t a l  s p ark  o f  l i f e ,  her a f f i r m a t iv e  s p i r i t ,  in fuses  
h er a c t io n s  in  s p i t e  o f  h e r know ledge, i f  no t u n d e rs ta n d in g , o f her 
f a t e .  Thus i f  a l l  n a tu re  has co n sp ired  to  b r in g  th e  two lo v e rs  to ­
g e th e r  and then  to  d e s tro y  them , i t  is  th e  f in e s t  iro n y  t h a t  in  fa c in g  
her f a t e ,  w h eth er i t  be N ao ise  o r  death  " th e  o n ly  word she need u t te r  
u n t i l  she d ie d  was th e  word ' y e s . ' " ^  In  Stephens i t  is  f i n a l l y  D e ird re 's  
c h a ra c te r  and not h e r le g en d ary  beauty th a t  makes h e r memorable.
The S tra te g is t-Q u e e n
A t h i r d  g ro u p in g  o f  C e l t ic  h ero ines m ig h t be c a l le d  th e  s t r a t e g is t -  
queens. L ik e  o th e r  h e ro in e s  they were noted fo r  e x t r a o r d in a r y  beauty  
and d e s i r a b i l i t y ,  b u t u n lik e  these h ero in es  th ey  w ere  fo rm id a b le  
p o l i t i c a l  t a c t ic ia n s ,  f o r c e fu l  women a d m ira b ly  s u ite d  to  w in  both 
a f f a i r s  o f  s ta te  and a f f a i r s  o f  the h e a r t .  Unaccustomed to  le t t in g  
f a t e  ta k e  i t s  c o u rs e , they became them selves a c t iv e  agen ts  o f  f a t e ,  
m a n ip u la tin g  those around them to  s u it  t h e i r  own p la n s .
Some o f  th e s e  f ig u re s  became a g g re s s iv e  as a r e s u l t  o f  p e c u l ia r i  tJ es
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o f  t h e i r  own p o s it io n s  o r as a re a c t io n  to  a p a r t ic u la r  tra g e d y  e a r ly  
in  t h e i r  l iv e s .  Nessa, the m other o f  Conachur, is  one o f  th e s e . N essa, 
th e  " u n g e n t le ,"  was fo rm e r ly  c a l le d  A ssa, th e  " g e n t le ."  A q u ie t ,  
s c h o la r ly  young woman, she fo rs w o re  g e n tle n e s s  when she d is c o v e re d  
th a t  her tu to r s  had been w a n to n ly  m urdered . She became a w a r r io r ,  but 
was y e t  s t i l l  so b e a u t ifu l  a young woman th a t  th e  d ru id  C a th fa ,  who 
saw h er b a th in g , trapped  h e r in to  an agreem ent to  m a rr ia g e . A f t e r  the  
b ir t h  o f  t h e i r  son Conachur, Nessa l e f t  C a th fa  p o s s ib ly  because she 
d isco vered  th a t  C a th fa  was re s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  murder o f  her t u t o r s .  
Conachur now became th e  focus o f  h er am b itio n s  so th a t  when young Fergus  
mac Roy, new k in g  o f  U ls t e r ,  f e l l  in  lo ve  w ith  h e r ,  she agreed  to  
succumb to  h is  im portun ing  i f  he would a llo w  h er son Conachur to  ru le  
U ls te r  as k in g  fo r  one y e a r .  F erg u s , w ith  a l l  th e  n a iv e te  n a t iv e  to  
h is  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  agreed . When th e  y e a r  was up, Fergus d is c o v e re d  th a t  
th e  c o u rt was so enamoured w ith  th e  new k ing  and h is  obvious mon- 
a r c h ia l  a b i l i t i e s  th a t  he lo s t  a l l  h is  s u p p o rt. G o o d -n a tu re d ly  h e , 
to o , sup p o rted  Conachur. C onachur's  a b i l i t i e s  were indeed im p re s s iv e , 
but h is  m other was a ls o  hard a t  w ork behind th e  scenes to  in s u re  
support f o r  h er son by d is t r ib u t in g  g re a t  sums o f  money among th e  
n o b le s . M o re o v e r, she a rran g ed  a m a rria g e  between Conachur and C lo th ru ,  
th e  d au g h ter o f  th e  A r d -R i. Nessa proved h e r s e l f  c a p a b le , th e n , o f  
knowing j u s t  when to  drop h e r o v e r t  r o le  as w a r r io r  to  focus h e r e n e r­
g ie s  on th e  c o v e r t a c tio n  o f  fu r th e r in g  h e r s o n 's  and th e re b y  h e r own, 
success.
In  th e  p e c u lia r  s to ry  o f  "The Wooing o f  B e c fo la "  is  reco u n ted  a
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t a le  o f  a n o th e r s t r o n g -w i l le d  woman. Coming from unknown p a r ts ,  B e c fo la
in  her c h a r io t  encountered  Dermod, th e  A rd -R i , and C rim th a n n , h is  fo s te r
s o n .^ ' In a d e l ig h t f u l  c o n v e rs a tio n  re v e la to ry  both  o f  th e  re la t io n s h ip
between fo s te r -p a r e n t  and fo s te r -s o n  and o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  o f  these
re s p e c tiv e  men, B e c fo la  was pronounced "a  wonder o f  th e  w o rld  and an 
62end less d e l ig h t  to  th e  e y e ."  But th e  lady h e r s e l f  was n o t impressed  
by m ajesty and showed q u ite  as much independent s p i r i t  as they showed 
c u r io s i ty  fo r  she re fu s e d  to  answer t h e i r  q u e s tio n s , even to  t e l l  them 
her name. As is  the k in g 's  p re ro g a tiv e ,B e rm o d  expressed  h is  w ish to  m arry 
h e r , a s ta tem en t to  w hich she acceded . But h er acq u iescen ce  n o tw ith ­
s ta n d in g , B e c fo la  had f a l l e n  in  lo ve  w ith  Crim thann a t  f i r s t  s ig h t .
And lik e w is e  N a o is e , though C rim thann i n i t i a l l y  re fu s e d  to  presume 
upon the  k in g 's  p re r o g a t iv e .B e c fo la 's  s u b v e rs iv e  p r o te s ta t io n s  o f  a f ­
fe c t io n  c a p itu la te d  h is  re s e rv e  and he agreed  to  meet h er a t  C lu a in  
da c h a i l le c h .  She d id  n o t meet C rim th an n , how ever,b u t h av in g  wandered  
in to  T i r  na n-Og fo rg o t  C rim thann when she came upon a re d o u b ta b le  
young w a r r io r  named F la n n . B e c fo la , l i k e  th e  men in  the  s to r y ,  was a 
s e n s u a lis t  and she was a t t r a c t e d  by p h y s ic a l beauty  and m ascu line  
prowess. B e c fo la 's  re s o lu te  s p i r i t  enab led  her to  le a v e  th e  k in g 's  
s id e  e a r ly  th a t  Sunday m orning in  s p ite  o f  h is  p r o h ib i t io n s  con­
ce rn in g  Sunday t r a v e l .  And th is  same re s o lu t io n  enab led  h er w ith  g re a t  
coolheadedness to  escape a pack o f  w o lv e s , f in d  s a fe ty  w ith  F la n n , 
re tu rn  w ith  q u ic k ly  re g a in e d  e q u a n im ity  to  Dermod's s id e ,  and w ith  
an unwavering sense o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  to  h e r s e l f  a lo n e  a c c e p t h er  
banishm ent, i f  B e c fo la  seems p e c u l ia r ly  a m o ra l, S tep h en s , n e v e rth e ­
le s s , p a in ts  her w ith  a c e r ta in  n o b i l i t y  fo r  when th e  c l e r i c  accuses
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her o f  d a ll ia n c e  in  the  land o f th e  S id h e , she does no t deny i t .  R ather 
she re p lie s  t r u t h f u l l y  in  th e  a f f i r m a t iv e  and fa ces  Dermod w ith o u t  
f l in c h in g :  "Go to  th a t  F la n n ,"  Dermod o rd e re d . "He is  w a it in g  f o r  m e,"  
s a id  B ecfo la  " w ith  proud sham e," "and the thought th a t  he should  w a it  
w rings my h e a r t . A n d  she leaves T a ra .
A more d ia b o l ic a l  f ig u r e  is  Becuma. An in h a b ita n t  o f  th e  Many- 
Colored Land, she has o ffe n d e d  th e  S idhe because o f  h e r i n f i d e l i t y  
to  her husband. Her sexual a p p e t ite  being u n s u ita b le  to  th e  in h a b i­
ta n ts  o f  th a t  la n d , she is  ban ish ed . As her c o ra c le  comes acro ss th e  
sea, she is  seen by th e  newly widowed Conn th e  Hundred F ig h te r  who is  
stru c k  by her b e a u ty , by h er "sh ap e ly  f e e t .  . •  . lo n g  s o f t  h a i r .  . .eyes  
grey as a dove1 s. b r e a s t . B u t  Becuma, though s t ra n g e ly  c ap ab le  o f  
in ten se  p a s s io n , does not possess o th e r  human em o tio n a l f a c u l t i e s .
She lacked in p a r t ic u la r  compassion o r  even a m oral sense so th a t  she 
brings d isco rd  and i l l s  upon Ir e la n d ,  h er adopted c o u n try . Stephens  
c ite s  her a t t i t u d e :  "The tro u b le s  which had f a l l e n  on Becuma d id  not 
leave her re p e n te n t ,  and th e  sweet lad y  began to  do wrong as in s ta n t ly  
and in n o c e n tly  as a f lo w e r  begins to  g r o w ." ^  Stephens suggests th a t  
Becuma was d e te rm in e d  to  e x e rc is e  c o n tro l over Ir e la n d  to  make up fo r  
the sense o f  o u tra g e  she f e l t  when she was com pelled  to  a c c e p t her 
banishm ent. Though, l i k e  B e c fo la , she accepts h er punishm ent w ith  
d ig n ity ,  she is  d e te rm in e d  to  recoup her wounded p r id e .  Not o n ly  does 
she work e v i l  upon th e  la n d , but she focuses her h a tre d  p a r t ic u la r ly  
on A r t ,  Conn's son . Stephens im p lie s  here  th a t  h er h a tre d  may have 
re s u lte d  from a d e e p -s e a te d  la c k  o f  co n fid en ce  in  h e r powers o r  p o ss ib ­
ly  from a re a l b u t u n re q u ite d  love fo r  A r t . ^  Becuma d e term in es  to  get
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th e  b e t te r  o f  A r t .  Having a lre a d y  had him sen t from  Ir e la n d  fo r  a ye a r  
o s te n s ib ly  to  make her a d ju s tm en t to  being Conn's queen e a s ie r ,
Becuma now seeks a way to  r id  h e r s e lf  o f  him fo r e v e r .S h e  c h a lle n g e s  
him to  a chess game which she a llo w s  him to  w in . In  th e  re tu rn  m atch, 
how ever, she is  a id ed  in v is ib ly  by her fo s te r  s is t e r  from  th e  s id h e ,  
who moves a chess p ie c e  when A r t 's  eyes a re  d iv e r te d .  Having won,
Becuma demands th a t  A r t  f in d  Delvcaem , daughter o f  M organ. She knows 
f u l l  w e ll th a t  Morgan w i l l  r id  h er o f  A r t .  The s to ry  from  t h is  p o in t  
fo llo w s  A r t 's  adventures w hich end s u c c e s s fu lly  when he overcomes 
Morgan and b rin g s  Delvcaem back to  I r e la n d . Banished by Delvcaem  
who is  more pow erfu l than sh e , Becuma, speaking to  no o n e , leaves  
Ir e la n d .  Im a g in a t iv e ly  Stephens has her jo u rn e y  to  "S asana" where  
she becomes a queen and conducts a continuous w ar a g a in s t  th e  Holy  
Land. Her re s o u rc e fu ln e s s  here  is  in  keeping w ith  th e  d e f ia n t  recep­
t io n  o f  her o r ig in a l  sen ten ce . S tephens ' account o f  h e r f i r s t  ban ish ­
ment in d ic a te s  an a d m ira tio n  o f  h er independent s p i r i t :  " I t  is  p le a ­
s a n t , how ever, n o tw ith s ta n d in g  h er t e r r i b l e  crim e and h er w o efu l 
punishm ent, to  th in k  how courageous she was. When she was t o ld  h er  
se n te n c e , n a y , her doom, she made no o u tc ry , nor d id  she w as te  any 
tim e in  so rro w . She went home and put on her n ic e s t  c lo th e s .
There  is  an e le m e n t, how ever, in  th e  s to ry  w h ich  puts  Becuma's 
a c tio n s  in  a more m a l i f ic e n t  l i g h t .  As th e  k ing  is  c o n s id e re d  the  
measurement o f  p ro s p e r ity  in  th e  la n d , th a t  i s ,  as he p ro sp ers  so i t  
p ro s p e rs , so Becuma's coming and m a rria g e  to  th e  k in g  have brought 
e v i l  f o r  she is  an accursed woman. Conn's a d v is o rs  t r a c e  th e  problem  
to  h e r . But when Conn re fu s e s  to  g iv e  her up, h is  a d v is o rs  f in d
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another course o f  a c t io n .T h e  s o lu t io n  g iv e n  is  a co m b in a tio n  o f  pagan 
f e r t i l i t y  s a c r i f i c e  and C h r is t ia n  sym bolism  in  th e  b lood o f  in nocence. 
I t  is  determ ined  t h a t  th e  e v i ls  w i l l  not d e p a rt from  th e  land  u n t i l  
the  blood o f  th e  son o f  a s in le s s  co u p le  is  mixed w ith  th e  s o i l .
Conn jo u rn eys  to  th e  fa r t h e s t  reaches and f in d s  such a b o y --S e d g a , 
th e  son o f  R ig ru  and D a ire . P e c u l ia r ly  Conn l ie s  to  them th a t  th e  
boy is  wanted m ere ly  to  b athe in  th e  w a te rs  o f  I r e la n d  when in  fa c t  
he is  wanted fo r  s a c r i f i c e .  One may in t e r p r e t  h is  own d u p l ic i t y  to  
be the r e s u l t  o f  a lo v e  fo r  Ir e la n d  th a t  would adm it o f  any cou rse  o f  
a c tio n  to  p re s e rv e  th e  land and i t s  p e o p le , o r more im p o r ta n t ly ,  one  
may a lso  c o n je c tu re  th a t  Conn's a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  Becuma has ta u g h t him 
how he m ight be ru th le s s  in  h is  d e te rm in ed  purpose. C e r ta in ly  he 
needs the yo u th  in  o rd e r to  keep Becuma and he is  w i l l in g  to  p e rm it  
th e  e x e c u tio n . In  h e r a t t r a c t io n  fo r  Conn, Becuma has a l l  th e  earm arks  
o f the  t r a d i t io n a l  femme f a t a l .
Such m a levo len ce  o f  o th e r  S idhe women, how ever, was more u s u a lly  
un p rem ed ita ted . In  Uct D ? a lv 's  case h er d is a g re e a b le  a c t io n s  a re  born  
o f  her lo v e r 's  u n fa i th fu ln e s s ,  h e r an g er as excu sab le  as i t  m ig h t be in  
a human c o u n te rp a r t .  The d if fe r e n c e  l i e s  in  the e x te n t  o f  h e r  pow ers. 
Uct Dealv appears in  one o f  S tep h en s ' most humorous s t o r ie s ,  "The  
B ir th  o f B ra n ,"w h ic h  opens w ith  th e  m a rria g e  o f  the  b e a u t i f u l  T u ir e n ,  
th e  young a u n t o f  F io n n , to  lo l la n  E achtach . But lo l la n  had been a 
lo v e r to  Uct D ealv  in  T i r  na n-O g. L ik e  th e  p ro v e rb ia l "woman s c o rn e d ,"  
she seeks pro found  revenge on h er r i v a l .  Through t r ic k e r y  she g a in s  
audience w ith  T u ire n  and changes her in to  a hound and leads h e r to  
th e  home o f  Fergus F io n n l ia t h ,  who ha ted  dogs and who, she m ig h t be
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s u re , would see th a t  th e  hound's l i f e  was w re tc h e d  and thus e x ac t  
th e  revenge f o r  h e r . Uct D e a lv  is  v ic io u s ly  tr iu m p h a n t when she has 
T u ire n  in  h e r  power. She d e l ig h ts  in  reco u n tin g  to  th e  tre m b lin g  
anim al how Fergus w i l l  t r e a t  h e r :  "He w i l l  th ro w  stones a t  you. You 
have never had a s tone throw n a t  you . Ah, bad g i r l !  You do not know 
how a s tone sounds as i t  n ip s  th e  e a r  w ith  a w h ir l in g  b u zz , nor how 
jagged  and heavy i t  fe e ls  as i t  thumps a g a in s t  a s k in n y  le g . . . .
You s h a ll  d ig  up o ld  bones s t e a l t h i l y  a t  n ig h t ,  and chew them a g a in s t  
fam in e . You s h a ll  w hine and squeal a t  the moon, and s h iv e r  in  th e  
c o ld , and you w i l l  never ta k e  a n o th e r g i r l ' s  s w e e th e a rt a g a in .
F o rc e fu l in  her g u is e  as F io n n 's  messenger she demands th a t  Fergus 
ta k e  th e  dog. But her m is ta k e  is  invo k in g  h is  a id  f o r  F ionn . Loving  
th e  c a p ta in  o f  the  F ia n n a , he fo rc e s  h im s e lf  to  tend th e  dog c a r e f u l ly  
and th ereb y  becomes c o n v e rs e ly  a g r e a t  fa n c ie r  o f  dogs. Uct D ealv is
n ot ir re m e d ia b ly  m a lic io u s , how ever, as long as she can have her
own way when lo l la n  comes to  h er to  re s to re  th e  g i r l  to  her human 
fo rm , she exa c ts  h is  p le d g e  th a t  he w i l l  become h er lo v e r  once m ore:
" I f  I save your head from  F io n n . . .th e n  y o u r head w i l l  belong to  me. . 
And i f  your head is  m in e , th e  body th a t  goes under i t  is  m i n e . . . . " ^
However, i t  is  in  th e  U lto n ia n  s to r ie s  th a t  th e  b est example o f  a
pow erfu l woman occurs--Q ,ueen Maeve o f  Connacht. Maeve is  one o f th e  
most rem arkab le  f ig u re s  in  I r i s h  l i t e r a t u r e .  S tephens has as h is  raw 
m a te r ia l  a f ig u r e  th a t  is  com plex , u n p re d ic ta b le ,  h a l f  v i l l a i n ,  h a l f  
n o b le , bu t alw ays f a s c in a t in g .  The e a r l i e s t  g lim p s e  o f  Maeve re v e a ls  
a blood r e la t iv e  to  S h ake s p e a re 's  K a te , in  s h o r t ,  a v ic io u s  term ­
a g a n t. In  D e ird re , Conachur is  m a rr ie d  to h e r  s i s t e r  C lo th ru . When
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C lo th ru , who is  e x p e c tin g  h er f i r s t  c h i ld ,  v i s i t s  h er f a t h e r ,  th e  
High King o f  I r e la n d ,  Maeve in a fu ry  o ver a d is p u te  k i l l s  h e r .  
Conachur, coming to  e x a c t e i t h e r  com pensation o r  re v e n g e , notes  
Maeve's g re a t  b eau ty  as w e ll as her w i l l f u ln e s s  and decides th a t  
inasmuch as she does n o t w ish to  m arry h im , i t  e x a c t ly  s u its  h is  p u r­
pose to  fo rc e  her to  do so.
Maeve is  more than a match fo r  th e  k in g , how ever. She t r i e s  
f i r s t  o f  a l l  to  g a in  c o n tro l o ver him by fro w a rd n e s s . P a r t ic u la r ly  
in  her a b i l i t y  to  w in  an argum ent she seeks to  overpow er C onachur. 
Stephens d e s c rib e s  h e r  power w ith  w ords: "An argum ent w ith  Maeve 
was not l i g h t l y  u n d e rta k e n . I t  was l i k e l y  to  la s t  a long t im e ,  
in  the f i r s t  p la c e ;  and in  th e  second, she had so p r e c ip i t a t e  a
manner o f  speech and so copious a command o f  words th a t  th e  l i s t e n e r 's  
mind q u ic k ly  began to  fe e l  as i f  i t  were in  a w h ir lp o o l ,  h is  head would  
would f l y  round and round , and he must run away le s t  h is  b ra in s  b u rs t  
ou t from h is  ears  and he d ie  g id d i ly . " ^ 0 But Conachur co u ld  la s t ,  
even t h r iv e ,  under th a t  " s h r i l l  to rn ad o " and even knew how to  goad her 
past the " v e ry  bounds o f  u tte ra n c e "  so th a t  when from  sh eer exhaus­
t io n  she f e l l  s i l e n t ,  he cou ld  t a lk  h er in to  h is  own p o in t  o f  v ie w .^ 1 
However, Maeve can and does w in  e a s i ly  when Conachur is  tro u b le d  o r
o th erw ise  un ab le  to  oppose h er fre n z y  w ith  s u p e r io r  calm . On ju s t  such 
an occasion Maeve fo rc e s  an argument th a t  is  th e  f i r s t  s te p  in  a p la n  
to  d ep art U ls t e r .  H aving determ ined  she would no t be fo rc e d  in to  doing  
an yth ing  she d id  no t w ish  to  do, she has over q u ite  some tim e  c a r e f u l ly  
la id  the  groundwork f o r  s e p a ra tin g  h e r s e l f  from  Conachur. E x a c tly  why 
she could no t rem ain  as C onachur's w ife  is  ap p a re n t not o n ly  from  th e
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fa c t  th a t  he fo rc e d  h er to  m arry him but a ls o  because Conachur had
fo rc e d  in tim acy  w ith  him b e fo re  t h e i r  m a rria g e  and con tin u ed  to  do so
now. And s in c e  she was "a la d y  to  whom no th in g  in  th e  w o rld  was so dear
and in s ta n t  as she was h e r s e l f , "  she could  no t to le r a t e  th a t  any man
72
should touch h er w ith o u t h e r  p e rm is s io n . M oreover, Maeve had some very  
e x a c tin g  requ irem ents  fo r  a husband:
"My husb an d ,"  she s a id ,  "must be f r e e  from cowar­
d ic e ,  and f r e e  from  a v a r ic e ,  and f r e e  from  j e a ­
lo u sy ; fo r  I am b rave in  b a t t le s  and combats and i t  
would be a d is c r e d i t  to  my husband i f  I were 
b ra v e r than he. I am generous and a g re a t  g iv e r  
o f  g i f t s ,  and i t  would be a d is g ra c e  to  my hus­
band i f  he w ere less  generous than I am. And. . . . 
i t  would no t s u i t  me a t  a l l  i f  he were je a lo u s ,  fo r  
I have never d en ied  m y s e lf th e  man I took a 
fancy t o ,  and I n ever s h a ll  w hatever husband 1 
have now o r  may have h e r e a f t e r ."
Maeve must alw ays be f i r s t ,  bu t in  her m arria g e  to  Conachur he 
n a tu r a l ly  and e a s i ly  took s u p e r io r i t y .  Stephens makes c le a r  h e re , to o , 
Maeve's ag g ress iven ess  w ith  regards to  f a t e .  W hatever may happen, Maeve 
c re a te s  o p p o rtu n ity  f o r  h e r s e l f  o r  tu rn s  th e  e x ta n t s i t u a t io n  to  her  
own advantage. So i t  is  th a t  when Conachur must v i s i t  C a irb re  N ia f a r ,  
King o f  L e in s te r ,  to  s o l i d i f y  p lans fo r  an a l l i a n c e ,  she chooses 
ju s t  th a t  tim e  to  le a v e  U ls t e r .  As Stephens very  c a r e f u l ly  p o in ts  o u t ,  
i t  is  not through f e a r  bu t through expediency th a t  Maeve chooses to  
d e p a rt the  p a la c e  when Conachur is  away: "Had i t  been m ere ly  a ques­
t io n  o f  g e t t in g  c o m fo rta b ly  away th e re  would have been n o th in g  in  
th e  p ro sp ect to  e x e rc is e  th e  queen. She would have mounted her c h a r io t ,  
and w hether her husband was lo o k in g  o r  not lo o k in g , she would have
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d riv e n  w herever she w ished  to  go: she would have d r iv e n  o ver him i f  he
had stood in  her way, and th rough  h is  army i f  t h a t  had been u n avo id - 
7I1
a b le .1 M aeve's courage is  in d is p u ta b le ;  she is  n o t a f r a id  o f Cona- 
c h tir , o r " o f  an y th in g  th a t  l i v e d . H e r  o n ly  problem  is  her d e te r ­
m in a tio n  to  ta k e  a l l  h e r c o u n tle s s  possessions w ith  h e r . ^  And when 
Conachur r e tu r n s , Maeve and e v e ry th in g  she owned is  gone. Maeve's  
courage is  inform ed by p r id e .  Maeve is  as much w a r r io r  as she is  woman. 
L ik e  th e  men o f  her t im e , she is  g iven  to  b o a s t in g , re c o u n tin g  to  her 
own g lo ry  e s p e c ia l ly  h e r  e x p lo i ts  such as s ack in g  th e  S idhe o f  A nbual. 
And she needles Fergus w ith  th e  fa c t  th a t  i t  was n o t " L e in s te r  or 
U ls te r  o r  M unster th a t  d id  t h is  deed. I t  was my own kingdom— th is
Connacht; and my own s e l f - - t h i s  Maeve, your Q ueen, th a t  d id  i t . " ^  
Maeve d id  indeed sack th e  S idhe o f  C onnacht, ta k in g  E th a l Anbual
th e  k ing  and o th e r no b les  p r is o n e r  and , w hat is  more im p o rta n t, two 
b u l ls — The W hitehorn and The Brown B u l l ,  l a t e r  o f  C u ilg n e  and the  
o b je c t  o f  th e  infamous Ta i n . Such was accom plished  on b e h a lf  o f  the  
Dagda, who e n lis te d  h e r a id  in  fo rc in g  Anbual to  g iv e  up h is  daugh­
t e r  Caer to  Angus.
In In  th e  Land o f  Youth  Stephens g iv e s  a f u l l e r  p ic tu r e  o f  Maeve 
through the in d ir e c t io n  o f  in t e r s t ic e s  between th e  s e v e ra l long n a r ­
r a t iv e s  in the volume. The p ic tu r e  th a t  emerges shows Maeve both  
fe m in in e  and m ascu lin e . I t  is  here  one d is c o v e rs  th a t  M aeve's beauty  
is  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  i t s  own r i g h t .  Bove, th e  w i f e  o f  th e  Dagda Mor him­
s e l f ,  t e l l s  those g a th e re d  to  id e n t i f y  th e  most b e a u t i fu l  woman o f  
Angus's dream th a t  Maeve is  " th e  n o b le s t o f  th e  queens o f  th e  w o r ld ,  
and she is  the  most b e a u t i fu l  woman under th e  s u n ."  She is  " t a l l  and
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78w e ll-ro u n d e d . . . lo n g - fa c e d  and p a le ,  and h er h a ir  sh ines l i k e  g o ld ."
Maeve is  aware o f  h er own b eau ty  and does not t o le r a t e  e a s i ly  t a lk  o f
any o th e r b e a u t i fu l  woman in  h e r p res e n c e . When Nera re tu rn s  from  th e
Sidhe o f  Anbual w ith  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h is  b e lo v e d , Maeve responds
t e s t i l y  "And th e re  a re  some who th in k  th a t  I am sw eet-cheeked  and de- 
79s ir a b le .  I a ls o  am h o n e y -h a ire d ,"
But Maeve is  s tra n g e ly  la c k in g  in  t r a d i t io n a l  fe m in in e  s e n tim e n t­
a l i t y .  For exam ple , though re s p o n s ib le  f o r  h er dem ise, Maeve can th in k  
o f  her dead s is t e r  w ith o u t  r e g r e t ,  w ith  p e r fe c t  e q u a n im ity . W ith  her 
deep m ascu line v o ic e  and h e r a u t h o r i t a r ia n  a t t i tu d e s ,s h e  c o n tro ls  those  
around her w ith  f ir m  and f o r t h r ig h t  le a d e rs h ip , w ith  " p a t ie n c e  and 
te n a c ity  and. . .a  c le a r ,  cool h e a d ." ^  She takes f u l l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  
f o r  her own a c tio n s  m o v in g ,fo w ard  in  her p lans w ith o u t h e s i t a t io n .
Her m a s c u lin ity  is  broached in  an exchange among A i l  i l l ,  Ferg u s , and 
h e r s e lf .  A i l  i l l  dares  to  in t e r r u p t  h er and q u e s tio n  a d e t a i l  o f  the  
s to ry  she is  r e la t in g .  And he agrees w ith  Fergus th a t  th e  s to ry  is  
being d e liv e re d  in  "a  more m anly fa s h io n "  than m ight be expected
from  a woman's rec o u n tin g  o f  th e  s to r y .  Maeve q u ic k ly  r e t o r t s ,  " I  am
less o f  a fem ale  th an  you a r e .  . . . I am a queen, and by th a t  o f f i c e
I am a man. . . .1 am a woman in  my lo ve  a f f a i r s .  . . .b u t .  . . .
in  a l l  th a t p e r ta in s  to  s k i l l  and h ard ihood  and reaso n , I am a m a n ." ^
Her d a rin g  is  e v id e n t  in  her d e a lin g s  w ith  th e  S id h e . When Bove 
and the  Dagda h im s e lf  come in  d a z z lin g  panoply to  seek h e r a id  in  
b rin g in g  Caer to  Angus, she is  less  than awed. Though a c c o rd in g  th e  
Dagda a p lace  a t  h er r ig h t  h and , she re tu rn s  h is  announcement o f  h is  
name and p o s it io n  w ith  no d e fe re n c e  bu t by a p a r a l le l  r e c i t a t io n  o f
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her own. M oreover, ig n o r in g  th e  a d v ic e  o f  h e r c o u n s e lo rs , she agrees
to  jo u rn e y  in to  th e  S id h e  " f o r , "  s a id  sh e , " I  have n e v e r y e t p a id  a
v i s i t  to  F a e ry , and as 1 am th e  r u le r  o f  Connacht I shou ld  l i k e  to
see th e  r u le r  o f  th e  Shi o f  my c o u n try .11^  To th e  w o r r ie s  o f h er
co u n se lo rs  about p o s s ib le  r e c r im in a t io n s  f o r  h e r in te r fe r e n c e ,  she
re c e iv e s  th e  Dagda's s u r e t ie s  who y e t  warns h er t h a t  though th e  S idhe
w i l l  n o t harm C onnacht, re p e rc u s s io n s  may y e t  be f e l t  th e re . But
Maeve d ism isses th e  Dagda's w e l l - in t e n t io n e d  w a rn in g  by rem inding
him t h a t  she h e r s e l f  w ould be h er "own g u a ra n to r  f o r  a l l  th a t may
happen in  Connacht o r  in  I r e l a n d . M a e v e ' s  im periousness reduces
even th e  po w erfu l Ethan A n b u a l. He p o in ts  o u t to  th e  Dagda th a t  though
overcom e, he d id  not by law have to  g iv e  up h is  d a u g h te r . But Maeve
in te r r u p ts  th e  exchange: " Icam e to  g e t  t h is  g i r l ,  and I s h a ll not
go away u n t i l  I have g o t h e r .  . . . t t  is  an im p e rtin e n c e  fo r  any c h it
to  re fu s e  the  embraces o f  a p ro p er man l i k e  Angus. . . . l e t  h er w ish
o r  n o t w is h , she must be g iv e n  to  me, f o r  by my hand , I s h a ll not
le a v e  w ith o u t  h e r ,  and th e  booty I have a lre a d y  s e iz e d  is  no th in g  to
„Sk
th e  p lu n d e r I s h a ll  p r e s e n t ly  ta k e  un less th a t  g i r l  is  g iven to  m e."  
Maeve h ere  is  a b le  to  re s o lv e  th e  d is p u te , no t o n ly  by her show o f
fo rc e  bu t a ls o  through h e r keen u n d ers tan d in g  o f  human n a tu re . When
Anbual p ro te s ts  th a t  Caer has to ld  him she does n o t w ant to go w ith
Angus, Maeve q u ic k ly  in fo rm s him t h a t  "w hat a g i r l  t e l l s  her f a th e r
is  seldom  o f  any im portance and is  never t r u e . " ^  And she a c c u ra te ly
concludes th a t  Caer h e r s e l f  se n t h er v is io n  to  Angus because she
w anted th e  mac an Og to  come to  h e r .
Maeve has e a r l i e r  b o asted  th a t  she w i l l  ta k e  any man who p leases
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h e r . A lthough she is  le g a l ly  m a rr ie d  to  A i l i l l ,  she makes good h e r  
b o a s t. Her “ s u ito rs "  run th e  gamut from  Ferg u s, the m uscular champion 
o f  U ls t e r ,  to  the  e ld e r ly  b u t ro b u st a d v is o r  to  the Dagda, Ferg n e.
The form er endears h im s e lf  i n i t i a l l y  th rough  h is  app earan ce , b u t be­
comes even more fa v o re d  by Maeve when he pays her com plim ents. L ik e ­
w is e , Fergne catches h e r a t t e n t io n  when he comments lo u d ly  on h er  
beauty  and her wisdom. Maeve is  not a t  a l l  above f l a t t e r y  and is  
f r a n k ly  a t t r a c te d  by th e  s e n s u a l, respond ing  e a s i ly  to  th e  im p o rtu n i­
t ie s  o f  a man who s u its  h e r .  And A i l i l l ,  her p a t ie n t  husband, le ts
her have her way. He is  a “ good" husband in  Maeve's te rm s , fo r  a good
86husband is  one who is  “ a f r a id "  o f  h is  w i f e .  A i l i l l ' s  t o le r a t io n  
o f  M aeve's f l i r t a t i o n  is  e i t h e r  because he is  e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  good 
natu red  o r  more l i k e ly  because he r e a l iz e s  th a t  he can do n o th in g  
about i t . ^ ^  In In th e  Land o f  Youth th e  p rim ary  o b je c t  o f  M aeve's  
f l i r t a t i o n  is  Fergus mac Roy, who has come to  Maeve's c o u rt a f t e r  
having tu rned  h is  back on Conachur and h is  treach ero u s  s la y in g  o f  
th e  sons o f  Usna. Fergus becomes th e  r e a l aud ience b e fo re  whom Maeve 
perform s as she t e l l s  h er s t o r ie s .  In  th e  emendations to  her n a r ­
r a t iv e  she is o b liq u e ly  t e l l i n g  Fergus o f  h is  a t t r a c t io n  f o r  h e r :  
“ L o v e ,"  she e x p la in s  to  th e  assem b lag e, “ is  unsought, i t  is  unasked , 
i t  is  in c u r io u s , and w i l l s  b u t to  f a l l  and f a l l ,  and to  cease n ever  
from  f a l l i n g . 1' ^  And th is  m utual a t t r a c t io n  is  evidenced  in  coy 
glances and the  warm g a ie ty  o f  h er rep e a te d  com plim ent “ Your a re  
o u r t r e a s u r e ."
C harles Bowen in  h is  a r t i c l e  “ G re a t-B la d d e re d  Madb" d iscu sses  h e r  
sexual n a tu re  in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  m y th o lo g ic a l o v e rto n e s . She seeks
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dom inance, s ig n ify in g  th e  dominance o f  sexual d e s ire  on the  human psyche.
She is  noted fo r  her mead which she announces to  th e  assemblage in
Stephens' re d a c tio n  was "made by m y s e lf  from  th e  honey g a th ered  by my
89own bees in  th e  flo w e rs  th a t  grow ab o u t C ruachn ."  Mead is  a s s o c ia te d  
90
w ith  sexual a rd o u r.
Maeve's love extends in  a m a te rn a l fa s h io n  to  her people as w e l l ,  
however. The a s tu te  and re s p o n s ib le  le a d e r  o f  C onnacht, she is known 
a ls o  fo r  her capab le  management o f  h e r own house. So Stephens p ic tu re s  
her in th e  opening o f  In th e  Land o f  Y o u th . Here she is  feed in g  
her c h ild re n  honeyed nuts and o v e rs e e in g  the  p re p a ra t io n  o f  th e  Feast 
o f  Samhain. Known fo r  her h o s p i t a l i t y  and copious b o ard , th roughout 
th e  t e l l i n g  o f  the ta le s  she sees th a t  th e  g lasses  a re  f u l l .  A m a te r­
na l and p o s s ib ly  even an u x o rio u s  f ig u r e  to  her personal guard s , she 
holds h er guards to  a f i e r c e  lo y a l t y  to  her d u rin g  her m a rriag e  to  
Conachur: "She was h e r s e l f  t h e i r  c a p ta in ,  and each man o f  them was 
devoted to  h e r . She. . . .was good to  them w ith  u n t ir in g  p a tie n c e  and 
s k i l l .  She was the  m other o f  th e  f o r c e ,  b u t a wag c a lle d  her th e  w ife  o f  
gi
th e  re g im e n t."
In Maeve Stephens has composed perhaps h is  most d e l ig h t f u l ,  i f  not 
h is  most a c c u ra te , p ic tu r e  o f  C e l t i c  womanhood. By v i r t u r e  o f  t h e i r  
p o s it io n  in  th e  sagas th ese  p o r t r a i t s  w ould tend to  run to  extrem es . 
N e v e rth e le s s , each o f  th ese  h e ro in e s  b ear s t r ic k in g  resem blance not 
o n ly  to  th e  woman o f  a n t iq u i t y  b u t to  th e  modern woman as w e l l .
Stephens, a t  le a s t ,  suggested such a c o n n e c tio n  through the c o n t in ­
u i t y  o f  h is  fe m in in e  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  in  each o f  h is  m ajor w orks.
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CHAPTER FOUR— FOOTNOTES
^Anne Ross, Pagan C e l t i c  B r i t a in  (London: Rout ledge and Kegan 
P a u l, 1 9 6 7 ), P. 204 .
2
That m a te rn ity  is  co n s id ered  no cause fo r  s p e c ia l p r iv i l e g e  is  
i l lu s t r a t e d  in  th e  s to r y  o f  th e  "goddess" Macha W ith  the  b i r t h  o f  
her c h ild  em inent some U lto n ia n  w a r r io rs  compel her to  run a fo o tr a c e .  
She runs and w ins but d ie s  in  the  subsequent d e l iv e r y  o f  her c h i ld ,  
cu rs in g  the men o f  U ls t e r  w ith  th e  d i b i l i t a t i n g  pangs o f  c h i ld b i r t h  
as she expi res .
9James S tep h en s , I r i s h  Fa? ry  T a le s  (New Y o rk : The M acm illan  
Company, 1 9 4 6 ), pp. 2 4 1 -2 4 2 . Subsequent re fe re n c e s  to  th is  w ork w i i 1 
be a b b re c ia te d  I FT.
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9James S tephens, In  th e  Land o f  Youth (London: M acm illan  and 
Company, L td . ,  1 9 2 4 ) , p . 101. Subsequent re fe re n c e s  th  th is  w ork  
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10 iLY , p. 112.
11 1LY, p . 6 8 .
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13 1LY, p. 173.
’ V y , p . 45 .
19 IF T , pp. 2 2 8 - 2 2 9 . Though u s u a lly  th e  land o f  th e  S idhe is  de­
s c r ib e d  as peopled w ith  ve ry  handsom men and women, th e  d aughters  
o f  Conaran are  a n o te a b le  e x c e p t io n .
16 IF T , pp. 2 3 9 -2 4 0 .
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2 1 IL Y , p . 151.
2 2 IL Y , p . 138.
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speaking  o u t in  terms o f  her own p e r s o n a l i ty ,  G iven th  g e n e ra l un­
f a i t h f u ln e s s ,  Maeve may be e x p ected  to  j u s t i f y  h e r own a f f a i r s  on 
th e  b a s is  o f  fe m in in e  n a tu re .
2 l*Augustine M a r t in ,  James S tep h en s: A C r i t i c a l  Study (Totow a,
New J e rs e y : Rowman and Li t t l e f i e l d , 1977) » p. 144.
2 5 IF T , p . 127 .
2 6 lF T , p . 130.
2 7 1FT, p. 41. T h is  scene has p a r t ic u la r  potence when one remem­
b ers Stephens h im s e lf  was a p p a re n t ly  abandoned by h is  m other a t a 
b ery  young age.
2 8 IF T , p . 42.
2 9 IF T , p . 6 7 .
3 0 !F T , pp. 4 6 -4 7 .
■^Lavarcham is opposed in  k in d  by MacRoth, M aeve's " h e ra ld "  who 
p erform s l i k e  fu n c tio n s  f o r  h is  m is t r e s s , even su rp ass in g  Lavarcham  
in shrew ness. And Lavarcham is  l im i t e d  in comparison to  MacRoth.
W h ile  he cou ld  spy " in  a b e e h iv e "  c r  "on the  horns o f  th e  moon," she 
was " o n ly  a household spy. . . .She co u ld  g lean  from  th e  k itc h e n  o r  
th e  Sunny Chamber e v e ry th in g  t h a t  was th e re ;  bu t she must have w a lls  
about her and work behind th o s e ."  (D ei r d r e , p . 5 4 ) .
32 Pei r d r e , p. 33"34 .
33Pei r d r e , pp. 19“ 2 0 .
3^P e ir d r e , pp. 1 2 9 -1 3 0 .
33Pei r d r e , p. 6 5 .
38Pei r d r e , pp. 1 7 7 -1 7 8 .
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De i r d r e . pp. 2 2 0 -2 2 1 . 
3^Pei r d r e , pp. 1 7 8 -1 7 9 -
UIL Y , p. 190 .
41
IL Y , p . 202 .
42
IL Y , p. 2 3 9 .
if3 IL Y , pp. 2 k k - 2 k S -  
kk IL Y , p . 211 . 
^ I L Y ,  p. 2 1 6 .
/f7 IL Y , p . 22k.
^ D e ir d r e , P. 71 .
9^Pe? r d r e , P. 62 .
31 Dei r d r e , p. 60 .
9^ Pei r d r e , pp. 8 0 -8 1 .
3Pei r d r e , p . 81 . S tep  
D e ird re 's  p ro p h e t ic  g i f t s ,  c o n v e rtin g  them to  a k in d  o f "woman's 
i n t u i t i o n . "  O b v io u s ly , he is  ben t on making D e ird re  more c r e d ib le .  
T h is  passage, how ever, a m p l i f ie s  th e  a lm ost s u p e rn a tu ra l hold  she has 
has on N aoise so th a t  D e ird re  becomes h e re , l i k e  Caer in Angus' 
dream, a po w erfu l im petus even to  wrong d o in g . A t a l l y  o f  S tephens' 
fem ale  c h a ra c te rs  suggests t h a t  women in  h is  works tend to  win ou t 
r a th e r  c o n s is te n t ly  o v e r th e  men.
Ch
D e ird re , P- 9 0 .
3 3 Dei r d r e , pp.. 20 and 55
5 6 D e ird re , P- 139-
5 7 D e ird re , pp.. ^k^^-^k2.
58 Dei r d r e , P- ] k0 .
59P e ir d r e , P- 1M».
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8 ^Pei r d r e . p . 97-
^ T h e  fa c t  th a t  B e c fo la  is  d r iv in g  from th e  w est m ig h t in d ic a te  
th a t  she is  from th e  S id h e , b u t th e  fa c t  th a t  when she and h er maid  
wander in to  i t  l a t e r  in  th e  s t o r y ,  they  do not reco g n ize  where they  
are  would in d ic a te  th a t  she was o f  some o th e r o r ig in .
6 2 |L Y , p . 152.
6 3 lL Y , p . 175.
6S l_ Y , p . 2b~J.
6 5 IL Y , p. 270 .
8 8 IL Y , p . 272 . In t h is  p o r t io n  o f  th e  s to ry  and in o th e r  such 
in t e r p r e t a t iv e  s ta tem en ts  S tephens is  o f fe r in g  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  the  
s e v e ra l obscure o r  d i f f i c u l t  passages in the o r ig in a l  m a n u s c rip t.
One m ight compare Stephens v e rs io n  to  Myles D i l lo n 's  t r a n s la t io n  in  
E a r ly  I r is h  L i t e r a t u r e , p . 113 f f .
6 7 IF T , p. 247 .
6 8 IF T , pp. 1 1 1 -1 1 2 .
6 9 IF T , p . 120.
7° Pei r d r e , p . 38.
7 * Pei r d r e , p . 39.
7^Pei r d r e , p . 2b.
7 9Pei r d r e , pp. 2 4 -2 5 . Maeve is  b e a u t i f u l ,  c r a f t y ,  im p e rio u s ,  
p o l i t i c ,  f o r c e f u l ,  g e n ero u s , e m in e n tly  c ap ab le , s e n s u a l, d is d a in fu l  
in  s h o rt e v e ry th in g  supposed ly  th a t  m ight d is q u ie t  a man. I t  is  e v i ­
d e n t, to o , th a t  th e  o n ly  p o s s ib le  con so rt fo r  such a queen is  a man 
who, w h ile  a c h ie v in g  a nob leness and em phatic m a s c u lin ity  in  h is  own 
r i g h t ,  y e t  g iv e s  her f r e e  re in  to  do as she p le a s e s . She f in d s  such a 
man in A i l i l l ,  h er husband as d e s c rib e d  in In th e  Land o f  Youth .
l k D e ir d r e , p. 2 9 .
79P e ir d r e , p . 27-
78Under th e  Brehon Law a woman m ight take  away her own poss iss io n s  
and a p r o p o r t io n a te  amount o f  th e  j o i n t  p ro p e rty  in the d is s o lu t io n  
o f  a m a rr ia g e .
7 7 IL Y , pp. 1 3 1 -1 3 2 .
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ILY , pp. 1 1 5 -1 1 6 . Maeve t e l l s  the s to r ie s  here and Bove's  
comment is  c o n ta in ed  w ith in  one o f  th e  s to r ie s .  T h e re fo re , te c h ­
n ic a l ly  Maeve is  t e s t i f y i n g  on h er own b e h a lf .  Yet by th is  p o in t  
in  th e  s to ry  o f  Angus' dream th e  rea d e r has q u ite  fo rg o tte n  Maeve 
and the framework o f  th e  s to ry  so th a t  B ove's comment may be taken  
w ith o u t c r i t i c a l  e x p u rg a t io n .
ILY , p. 29 .
8 1 1LY, p. 144.
8 2 1LY, p. 119.
8 3 lLY, p. 120.
8V y ,  p. 123 .
8 5 1LY, p. 1 2 4 -125 -
8 8 ILY, p. 154 . In th e  v e rs io n  o f  the T a in  in th e  Book o f  Le in
s te r  Maeve has a c o n v e rs a tio n  w ith  A i l i l l  which re v e a ls  her compe-
tiv e n e s s . She abhors th e  thought th a t  A i l i l l  is  r ic h e r  than sh e , and 
her envy sparks th e  w hole r a id .  Her w h ite  b u ll had o f i t s  own accord  
jo in e d  A i l i l l ' s  h e rd . S he, th e r e fo r e ,  seeks th e  brown b u ll  so th a t  
she m ight have a herd  a t  le a s t  as good as A i l i l l ' s  herd .
8 ^Maeve's sexual escapades a re  seen by some c r i t i c s  as an o u t  
grow th o f  her o r ig in s  as a goddess f ig u r e .  C harles  Bowen p o in ts  to  
her as the goddess f ig u r e  w ith  whom th e  kings o f  Connacht and T a ra  
r i t u a l l y  u n ite d . The "w edding cerem ony,' a f e r t i l i t y  r i t u a l ,  was c 
c a lle d  the Banais r i g i  o f  f e is  (w o m a n -fe a s t). T h is  r i t u a l  came to  be 
a seal upon the th ro n e , th e  "m a rr ia g e "  th a t  bestowed the r ig h t  o f  
k in s h ip , hence A i l i l l ' s  p o s it io n  as c o n s o rt-  W ith  the  ceremony came th e  
th e  r i t u a l  d r in k  (some c r i t i c s  p o in t  to  th e  l in g u is t ic  connection  
o f  f l a i  th  (s o v e re ig n ) and 1a i th  (b e e r ) .  M aeve's name (Medb) means 
"she who in to x ic a te s "  and is  r e la te d  to  th e  term  mead.
8 8 1LY, p. 140.
8 9 ILY , p. 5 
0
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g re a t b ladder c a p a c ity  is  p o in te d  o u t as ev id en ce  o f  h e r sexual 
prowess; lik e w is e , Fergus , is  c e le b ra te d  fo r  being e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  
f e r t i l e  and s e x u a lly  endowed. Thus, th e  c o n ju n c tio n  o f  the  two 
to g e th e r becomes a p o w e rfu l f e r t i l i t y  symbol.
91 Dei r d r e , p. 3 7 .
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CONCLUSION
U n lik e  many w r i te r s  o f  o th e r  n a tio n s  the I r is h  w r i t e r  is  encum­
bered by h is  n a t io n a l o r ig in  as a t u r t l e  is  by i t s  s h e l l .  I t  is  th e  
o b vious, in e s c a p a b le  accoutrem ent by w hich he is  s te re o ty p e d  and i t  
would tu rn  a l l  I r is h  au th o rs  in to  e x tre m is ts  whose lo v e  o f  t h e i r  home­
land supersedes a l l  more u n iv e rs a l a r t i s t i c  a s p ir a t io n s .  I t  is  fo r  
th is  reason th a t  th e  C e lt ic is m  o f  th e  w r i t e r s  o f  th e  I r i s h  R en aissan ce, 
indeed o f  w h ate v e r l i t e r a r y  p e r io d , th re a te n e d  to  s t i f l e  independent 
endeavor, f o r ,  as E le a n o r H u ll p o in ts  o u t ,  p a t r io t is m  is  d i s t i n c t l y  
lin k e d  to  th e  h is t o r ic  im a g in a tio n : " I t  connects i t s e l f  w ith  c e r ta in
events in  th e  p as t h is to r y  o f  o u r c o u n try . . . [ th a t  have] fo s te re d  a 
ju s t  p r id e  in  th e  deeds and epochs o f  t h e i r  f o r e fa th e r s ." ^  In I r e la n d ,  
due to  th e  p a in fu l r e c o l le c t io n  o f  th e  in ju s t ic e s  and d e n ig ra t io n s  o f  
more re c e n t h is t o r y ,  the  I r is h  reached back in to  th e  m y th ic  p as t to  
f in d  th e re  in s p ir a t io n  fo r  r e v i t a l i z i n g  the  n a t io n a l i d e n t i t y ,  and th e  
a r t is t s  o f  Ire la n d  were c a lle d  upon to  underscore t h is  e n d e a v o r. To 
th e  best o f  th e s e , however, th e  I r i s h  p as t became no t f a c t ,  not id e a l ,  
but sym bol, and thus the  peo p le  and s to r ie s  o f  th e  a n c ie n t  sagas became
not h is to r y  but in A . E . 's  words "more p o te n t than h is t o r y "  and more 
2
im m ediate.
To d ea l w ith  th ese s to r ie s  in any mode but t h e i r  o r ig in a l  s p i r i t ,  
th e n , is  to  obscure t h e i r  e th o s , to  a l t e r  th e  C e lt ic is m . James 
Stephens r e ta in s  th e  p u r i ty  o f  th e  s t r a in  because h is  C e lt ic is m  is  
e le m e n ta l, endogenous, not a p p lie d , n o t c u l t iv a t e d ,  and n o t c i v i l i z e d .  
O bviously  n o th in g  bu t the  o r ig in a l  saga i t s e l f  can be p u r e ly  C e l t i c ,  
and S tephens, as has been i l l u s t r a t e d ,  a l t e r s  th e  th re a d  o f  th e  n a r r a t iv e
223
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and a m p lif ie s  th e  c h a ra c te r  p o r t r a y a ls .  But Stephens is  w e ll aw a re , to o ,  
th a t  h is  fu n c tio n  is  to  re n d e r the  ta le s  as an a r t i s t ,  not as an h is t o r ­
ia n . H is goal is  to  o f f e r  th e  C e l t i c  mode, no t a d i r e c t  t r a n s la t io n .
In  th is  e f f o r t  S tep h en s , l i k e  o th e r  re d a c to rs , must have contended  
w ith  th e  pervad in g  problem  o f  c o n t r a d ic t io n .  The C e lts  were as com­
p le x  as any o th e r  group o f  human b e in g s ; to  peruse t h e i r  l i t e r a t u r e  i s ,  
in  B en ed ic t K ie ly 's  w ords, to  hear "one v o ic e  t e l l i n g  o f  beauty and 
a n o th e r v o ic e  w a i l in g  o f  d e a th , one v o ic e  sh o u tin g  in  jo y  and a n o th e r  
v o ic e  c re a k in g  w ith  b i t t e r n e s s ." ^  Thus, th e  s im p l i f ic a t io n  o f  C e lt ic is m  
in to  hom ogeneity is  in v a l id .  M o reo ver, to  c la im  synonym ity fo r  th e  
term s I r is h  and C e l t ic  is  in a c c u ra te .  I re la n d  has been peopled by N or­
mans, Danes, S c o ts , and E n g lis h  w ith  whom th e  C e l t i c  s t r a in  was m ing led  
so th a t  l i k e  any o th e r  n a t io n  n a t io n a l p u r i t y  e x is ts  o n ly  in th e  minds 
o f  the  j i n g o is t s .  T h is  d iv e r s i t y  o f  n a t io n a l o r ig in s  e x p la in s , th e n , 
th e  c o n tra d ic to ry  assessm ent made o f  th e  a verag e  Ir is h m a n : he is  " v i ­
s io n a ry , im a g in a t iv e , m e d ita t iv e ,  g ro te s q u e , c r u e l ,  s tro n g , ro m a n tic , 
s p i r i t u a l ,  e x a c t , lo g ic a l ,  O r ie n t a l ,  s e n t im e n ta l,  d e c a d e n t, in d e c e n t, 
i r o n ic ,  vacuous, dream y, in e p t ,  i r r i t a b l e ,  je a lo u s ,  s e lf -c o n s c io u s , 
s u s p ic io u s ."  And th e  C e lts  them selves coming from  t h e i r  own m u lt ip le  
European backgrounds p a rto o k  o f  s im i la r ly  d iv e rs e  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s .
The means to  th e  id e n t i f i c a t io n  o f  " C e l t ic "  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  is  
p r im a r i ly  th e  e x ta n t  m an u scrip ts  and e x t e r n a l ly  w r i t t e n  accounts o f  
C e l t ic  l i f e .  As has been i l l u s t r a t e d  abo ve , o f  th e s e  numerous c h a ra c ­
t e r i s t i c s  most appear in  S tep h en s ' re d a c tio n s  th rough  one means o r  
a n o th e r . But th e  fo rem o st c h a r a c t e r is t ic  is  th e  ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  fa n ­
ta s y  and r e a l i t y  in  w hich th e  one becomes transm uted in to  the o th e r .
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
2 2 5
I t  is  no t o n ly  in  h is  re d a c tio n s  t h a t  S tephens m a s te r fu lly  hand les  
t h is  b le n d . The u n ion  o f  the  re a l and th e  f a n t a s t ic  a ls o  in fo rm s th e  
n a r r a t iv e s  o f  S tep h en s ' e a r l i e r  works The Crock o f  Gold and The Demi­
gods. In  th e  fo rm e r Stephens has b ro u g h t to g e th e r  a d iv e r s i t y  o f  w o rld s . 
From th e  realm  o f  s c ie n c e  comes th e  P h ilo s o p h e r  who d e l ib e r a te s  be­
h a v io ra l p sych o lo g y , from  theosophy th e  th r e e  "A le m b ic s "  o f  whom th e  
T h in  Woman o f  In is  M agrath in q u ire s  h e r w ay , from  myth and legend th e  
I r is h  S idhe and leprach au n s  and th e  Greek god Pan. A l l  e x is t  on th e  
same p la n e  as th e  la b o re r  Meehawl MacMurrachu and h io  d au g h ter C a i t i l i n ,  
who through t h is  c o e x is te n c e  d is c o v e r  t h a t  jo y  is  th e  p rim a ry  l i f e  fo rc e .  
The Demi-gods l ik e w is e  b lends th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l and th e  e a r t h ly  as th re e  
an g e ls  f in d  an i t in e r a n t  t in k e r  and h is  d a u g h te r and dec id e  to  accom­
pany them as th ey  t r a v e l  th e  I r is h  c o u n try s id e  to  en jo y  fo r  th e  moment 
th e  p le a s u re s  and sorrow s o f  th e  human c o n d it io n .  Even The in s u r re c t io n  
in  D u b lin , though an e y e -w itn e s s  account o f  th e  E a s te r  R e b e ll io n , is  
in fu s e d , l i k e  h is  f i r s t  novel The Charwoman's D au g h ter, w ith  a k in d  o f  
s u rre a lis m  th a t  makes th e  th in g s  he d e s c r ib e s  f a m i l i a r  y e t  changed some­
how in to  som ething more p o te n t , more sy m b o lic  than  th e  o rd in a ry  o b je c ts  
one knows. P a r t ic u la r ly  is  th is  p e c u l ia r  sem itone tr u e  o f  S tephens ' 
c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s .  K ie ly  d esc rib e s  them as hav in g  " t h e i r  b e in g  on th e  
edge o f  som ething more tense and r a d ia n t ,  more f u l l  o f  movement than  
o rd in a ry  l i f e .  They a re  n ever gone c o m p le te ly  in to  th e  co u n try  o f  the  
gods, never c o m p le te ly  in to  th e  w o rld  o f  th e  f a i r y  p e o p le . As a r e s u lt  
they  a re  never above human f a u l t s ,  n ever lo s t  in  s ta tu e s q u e  and t e r r i f y ­
in g ly  t r a n q u i l  d re a m s ." '’
Perhaps i t  is  h is  a t t i t u d e  th a t  fa n ta s y  is  as re a l as r e a l i t y  th a t
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has been a t  le a s t  p a r t i a l l y  re s p o n s ib le  fo r  S tephens ' lo ss  o f  re p u ta t io n .  
In  h is  summary o f  reasons f o r  th e  c r i t i c a l  n e g le c t o f  S tephens, Augus­
t in e  M a rtin  has suggested t h a t  S tep h en s ' e x p e rim e n ta l method w ith  tim e  
sequences, h is  less  than " h e ro ic "  tre a tm e n t o f  h is  saga c h a ra c te rs , h is  
re fu s a l to  d is t in g u is h  th e  re a l and th e  u n re a l were th e  causes o f  h is  
l i t e r a r y  dem ise. B ut, as M a rt in  p o in ts  o u t ,  these same techn iques have 
been implem ented w ith  c r i t i c a l  a c c la im  by such I r is h  w r i t e r s  as James 
Jo yce , E im ar O 'D u ffy , A u s tin  C la r k e , and Flann O 'B r ie n .^  I t  would seem, 
th e n , th a t  Stephens has p io n eered  tech n iq u es  th a t  do indeed succeed 
a r t i s t i c a l l y .  I t  is  p o s s ib le  th a t  i f  I r i s h  fa n ta s y  h a s , as Robert 
Fa rre n  c la im s , "a c o ld , a p p a ll in g  com m on-sense,"^ th a t  Stephens has sim­
p ly  g iven  back th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  i t s  own re a lis m  from  a d i f f e r e n t  
p e rs p e c t iv e .
One common m istake in  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c is m  is  to  confuse th e  w r i t e r
and h is  w r i t in g .  However, i t  is  fo r tu n a te  f o r  h is  w r i t in g  th a t  Stephens'
p e r s o n a lity  was e b u l l ie n t .  In  th is  c h a r a c t e r is t ic  he shares w ith  the
a n c ie n t  l y r i c  poet an en thusiasm  f o r  l i f e ,  a tu rn in g  w ith  an "equal v i -
g
t a l i t y "  to  e v e ry  aspect o f  d a i ly  e x is te n c e . In  t h is  c h a r a c t e r is t ic ,  
how ever, Stephens has been accused o f  in d is c r im in a t io n ,  o f  a lack  o f  ma­
t u r i t y  and s o p h is t ic a t io n . C e r t a in ly ,  in  h is  p e rso n a l l i f e  Stephens had 
en countered  s u f f ic ie n t  tra g e d y  to  s t r i p  away any i l lu s io n s  he m ight have 
about th e  evenness o f  human e x is te n c e . More im p o rta n t is  th e  fa c t  th a t  
Stephens co u ld  r e ta in  w ith  e n v ia b le  d e te rm in a tio n  a personal w orld  view  
t h a t  is  a lm o st c h i l d - l i k e  in  i t s  r e s i l i e n c e .  R a th e r than n a iv e te ,  S te ­
phens' o r ie n t a t io n  is  a fundam ental b e l i e f  in  p e rs p e c t iv e  arranged  by 
know ledge, an u n derstand ing  th a t  i f  jo y  is  t r a n s ie n t ,  then so is  sorrow ,
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th a t  i f  f a te  p r o f fe r s  c a ta s tro p h e , i t  a ls o  p r o f fe r s  b le s s in g . Stephens  
d id  not espouse C h r is t ia n i t y  a l to g e th e r ,  bu t r a th e r  he comes in  h is  p e r ­
sonal e th ic  c lo s e r  to  s to ic is m , a s to ic is m  tem pered w ith  commitment to  
wonder and d e lig h t  in  th e  m y s te r ie s  o f  human l i f e .
To r e -e v a lu a te  Stephens is  u l t im a te ly  to  r e -e v a lu a te  th e  v i a b i l i t y
o f  fa n ta s y — myth— th e  " f a i r y  t a l e " — as le g it im a te  l i t e r a t u r e .  Aside
from  i t s  e th n o lo g ic a l v a lu e , th e  q u e s tio n  rem ains is  a f a i r y  ta le  so
s im p l is t ic  and in c r e d ib le  as to  ren d er i t  a r t i s t i c a l l y  s u ita b le  o n ly
fo r  c h ild re n  and u n u tte ra b ly  n a iv e  a d u lts .  Robin F low er has sa id  o f
th e  e p ic s  th a t  t h e i r  fa n ta s y  is  no t s e n tim e n t and m y s tic is m . On th e
c o n tra ry ,  saga fa n ta s y  is  a r e f le c t io n  o f  a p e c u l ia r i t y  o f th e  I r is h
m ind. I t  is  an I r i s h  c h a r a c t e r is t ic  to  d is t in g u is h  q u ic k ly  t r u th  from
humbug, but to  d e l ig h t  in  th e  one as q u ic k ly  as th e  o th e r ,  and to  be as
w i l l i n g  to  suspend r a t i o n a l i t y  as to  acknowledge th e  r id ic u lo u s .  The
p o in t  is  not one o f  d is t in c t io n  bu t one o f  c h o ic e . The Irishm an may
ve ry  w e ll choose to  adhere  to  th e  humbug s im p ly  because i t  g ives  him
p le a s u re . As F low er c o m p la in s , "Much indeed o f  th e  e x a g g e ra tio n  in those
t a le s  so f i e r c e ly  r id ic u le d  by c e r t a in  c r i t i c s  is  th e  exuberance o f  a
man who sees th e  fun o f  th e  th in g ,  and would no t f o r  th e  w orld  have h is
9
m o n s tro s it ie s  taken  a t  t h e i r  fa c e  v a lu e ."
On th e  o th e r hand, th e  I r i s h  w r i t e r  re p u te d ly  sees in the m eeting  
o f  th e  fa n t a s t ic  and th e  m a te r ia l  a r e f le c t io n  o f  th e  c o n tra r ie s  o f  hu­
man l i f e .  Stephens in d ic a te s  h is  im p atien ce  w ith  " th e  p u re ly  e m p ir ic a l  
v iew  o f  r e a l i t y " ;  as in  th e  I r i s h  sagas where th e  n a tu ra l and the  su p e r­
n a tu ra l in te rm in g le , in  h is  own work Stephens b r in g s , in  M a r t in 's  te rm s , 
th e  w o rld  o f th e  m y th " in to  c r e a t iv e  r e la t io n  w ith  th e  q u o tid ia n  w o rld  o f
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m e n ." ^  The v a lu e , th e n , o f  th e  s o -c a l le d  " f a i r y  t a l e "  f a r  surpasses  
mere e n te r ta in m e n t p u rposes. I t  even goes beyond v a lu e  as a r e f e r e n t ia l  
f o r  c u l tu r a l  in v e s t ig a t io n s .  I t  o f f e r s  f i n a l l y  a commentary on th e  
w orkings o f  th e  human mind and th e  most d e e p ly  f e l t  needs o f  th e  human 
s p i r i t .
Stephens once w ro te  to  John Quinn about h is  r e c e n t ly  p u b lis h e d  
I r i s h  Fai ry  T a le s : " I t  is  r e a l ly  no t a book o f  f a i r y  s to r ie s  in  th e
modern u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th a t  te rm . B u t, I t h in k ,  th ey  a re  f a i r y  s to ­
r ie s  in  th e  a n c ie n t  and a u th e n t ic  m eaning. I c la im  th a t  t h is  is  th e  
f i r s t  tim e  re a l f a i r y  s to r ie s  have g o t in to  modern p r i n t ,  and i f  th e  
w o rld  l ik e s  them, th e re  a re  p le n ty  more where th e y  came f r o m ." ^  One 
can o n ly  hope th a t  those s t o r ie s  th a t  S tephens d id  no t t e l l  m ight one  
day be handled by a su ccessor as c o m p e te n tly , and one can be g r a te fu l  
fo r  those Stephens s e le c te d  to  do h im s e lf .
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V IT A
S y lv ia  Rody M cLaurin  was born March 10 , 19^ 5 , in  C h ico , C a l i f ­
o r n ia ,  th e  d a u g h te r o f  M a jo r H erb e rt D an ie l Rody, and E l la  Raye 
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